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Verticals of Life presents in English 
rendering of some of the finest poems of 
Sachi Raut-Roy, the eminent modem 
Oriya poet. The poet's roots lie in the 
poetic traditions in vogue in the pre- 
Independence era and his poetry has 
been successful in arousing the passions 
of those for whom he wrote and lived. 
His employment of surrealistic 
imagination for exploring the 
dreamscape of the unconscious gives his 
poetry a distinctive newness. The 
essential spirit of his poetry however 
comes from his intense concern for the 
people among whom he has lived, 
especially the oppressed and the 
downtrodden. 


Raut-Roy’s poems demonstrate that 
poetry is undoubtedly a part of the 
larger cultural and political milieu and 
is marked by the changes taking place 
within society. These translations done 
by competent poets including Jayanta 
Mahapatra successfully recapture the 
spirit of the originals in Oriya. 
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The sculpture reproduced on the endpaper depicts a scene 
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the dream of Queen Maya, mother of Lord Buddha. Below 
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Editor’s Foreword 


It has been a pleasure to reread the poems of the 
distinguished Oriya poet, Raut-Roy, and to study 
them before presenting a selection in English 
renderings for non-Oriya readers. Winner of India’s 
highest literary award, the Jnanpith, in 1986, Raut-Roy 
was born on 13 May, 1916 at Gurujang near Khurda. 
One of the last living poets of Orissa’s Generation of 
the Thirties, his life remained inseparable from his 
writing of poetry during the pre-independence period 
of the country, and still continues to be so. 


Surreal overtones and his explorations into the 
dreamscape of the unconscious gave his poetry a 
distinctive newness, something unheard of in Oriya 
poems of the day. And inside all these, shone his 
intense concerns for the people among which he lived, 
especially for the downtrodden and ଠoppressed. 
Nevertheless, his work was never done in any 
doctrinaire sense. 


Frankly speaking, it has been very demanding to 
work over the translations in English which were 
given to me. This was primarily because of a 
generally uneven quality of the versions, being done 
by various hands at various times. A number of 
meetings with the ageing poet, only helped in locating 
two-thirds of the original Oriya poems; the rest was 
not easy to find. To partly solve this discrepancy, I 
had to translate all over again, those poems I felt 
were, rather desultorily done. More than twentyfive of 
my translations are included -in this selection, which 
was originally provided by the poet himself. 
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I should not like to go into the complexities of 
translation from a regional language like Oriya into 
English. All I would like to say is that I have sincerely 
tried to bring out the essence of the original language 
in the ones I have done. But there are bound to be 
inconsistencies; and I will be grateful if the reader is 
sympathetic and forbearing if he keeps in mind the 
fact that many of these English renderings were done 
by different persons at different times in the last fifty 
years. I'd also like to add that the organisation of the 
anthology has not been chronologically done for 
reasons difficult to specify here. 


The Introduction, which comes right after this, will 
only serve to place Sachi Raut-Roy’s poetry against 
the backdrop of his life. It is not supposed to be a 
serious critical evaluation of the poet’s work. 


I want to thank all the translators who have 
collaborated in this volume. I express my deep 
gratitude to the late Harindranath Chattopadhyay, 
who translated “The Boatman Boy” and other poems 
as early as 1942, and brought Raut-Roy a larger 
leadership and acclaim. I have taken the liberty of 
using an extract here from his rendering, “To the 
Mother,” which was published by Prabasi Press, 
Calcutta. Acknowledgement is made to Prabasi Press. 


The opportunity to edit this volume has been 
extremely gratifying, and the burden of the honour 
weighed on me throughout the process. Reading Sachi 
Raut-Roy in a relatively short period has been, for me, 
a humbling experience. I have been committed to 
these poems because of their intrinsic and undeniable 
power. 
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I wish to thank Professor Indra Nath Choudhuri for 
suggesting this project and inviting me to undertake 
it. Sachi Raut-Roy, I am indebted to you. My deepest 
thanks go to Runu Mahapatra and Dipak Samantarai. 


Tirtkonia Bagicha, Cuttack JAYANTA MAHAPATRA 
March 28, 1996 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Introduction 


It was in the year 1932 that a slim volume of poetry 
titled Patheya (Provisions for a Journey) appeared on 
the Oriya literary scene. The writer was a youth of 
barely nineteen and was called Sachidananda Raut- 
Roy. For the last four years this student of Khurda 
High School in the district of Puri had been 
publishing his poems in literary magazines such as 
Nabina and Sisira. The poems in Patheya revealed the 
fresh outlook of a youth on the verge of blossoming 
into manhood. Here was all the abandon, all the wild 
freshness of a young soul opening out suddenly into a 
new universe of strange delights : 


I am but one sheep in this flock entire 
I wander many lands, stRoying here and there; 
Away from my fellow creatures and my own 


“flock, 

I haven’t heard the flute’s note, the shepherd’s 
call 

As I just roam hollow and field, each twisting 
road. 


[Sonnet 44”] 


But the book was marred by clichés, mannerisms 
often used and repeated probably by saint poets he 
had read and heard in his young formative years. 
Somehow the lofty ideas were never properly distilled 
in the poems. Lines form the very next poem, “Sonnet 
45” should corroborate this view : 
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Many a traveller comes to the world’s inn 
They come here begging, with empty hands 
To soon go back empty, on their own paths. 


Nevertheless, Patheya sparkled with the talent of a 
poet whose voice could not be ignored. We must 
remember Raut-Roy was just beginning to write. He 
was in his teens. And he lived in a traditional society 
which was claustrophobic in every way, denying him 
the freedom which he felt was his due. 

Today, the poet slowly and carefully takes each 
step at a time as he walks into his drawing room of 
his home in Mission Road, Cuttack. I look into his 
eyes, his vision now dimmed due to his continuing 
eye ailment, the energy in them ebbing away. We 
greet each other. His secretary looks up from the desk 
where he has been looking into the poet’s papers. 
More than sixtyfive years have passed since he wrote 
his first poem. An entire lifetime of work. 

It is December 20, 1995. 


Raut-Roy, the poet. Popularly known as Sachi Raut- 
Roy. There, sitting beside him in his room, I suddenly 
remember the lines of his well-known poem, “Raja 
Jema” (The Princess), where he said of himself: 


I am Sachi Raut-Roy 

(Not Tagore or Shelley) 

I am a poet of this earth and sky. 
I am not a professional singer. 

It is not my business 

To paint pictures on paper. 

When you open a book of mine 
You'll feel the heart of a new man; 
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All men make up the tale of humanity, 
Man's love and tears, grief and joys, 
Are portRoyed in my verse. 


It was a keen awareness of the place and the 
people among which he lived that began to shape his 
career as a poet. Certainly politics interested him; as 
a student in Khurda High School he could not keep 
himself aloof from the events that went on around 
him. For in the year 1930, he was almost expelled 
from the school for his activities. The Satyagraha 
movement of Mahatma Gandhi had inspired him. 
Sachi Raut-Roy joined the school strikes, and took a 
leading role in hoisting the national flag in the 
darkness of night. The revolutionary zeal he had 
inherited from his ancestors stung him so much he 
simply could not remain a silent spectator. And 
simultaneously with his positive action in politics, he 
started to write powerful poems of protest, poems 
that defied the forces of continued exploitation and 
tyranny. 

It was painful, but Raut-Roy had to give up his 
studies. Four years passed, and he was admitted into 
the Puri Zila School. Eventually he matriculated from 
Brahmo Boys School, Calcutta in 1935. 

It seems to be appropriate to look into Raut-Roy’s 
beginnings, if we wish to study his gradual 
development as a poet. Here he went through days of 
intense hurt and pain and anger—a period which 
could have been a normal, casual one for 
commonplace students, but mattered intensely to the 
sensitive being that was Raut-Roy. 

Raut-Roy was admitted into City College, Calcutta, 
and became an inmate of Raja Ram Mohun Roy 
Hostel. The hostel premises were just atop the college 
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building. Maybe this proximity was an added factor 
to Raut-Roy’s involvement in socio-political activities 
at that time. From his early years he was attracted to 
the communist ideology and worked for the party, 
although he was not an official member. However, 
this fact led to his consequent arrest in connection 
with a communist conspiracy case (his name being 
found in a fellow person's diary by the authorities). 
Raut-Roy was detained for jalmost two months at 
Elysium Row and later in the Calcutta Jail. The year 
was 1937. 

Such experiences which he obtained firsthand must 
have moulded the young poet's mind. These were 
bound to arouse in him writings of protest, which he 
did, especially in powerful poems which came later. 

Raut-Roy was fortunately released from police 
custody the morning his university examination was 
to begin. He narrates how he had to rush to Scottish 
Church College in a taxi, to his examination centre. 
With little or no time for regular studies, he recalls 
how these troubled circumstances led him to pass the 
LA. examination only with a second division. 

The first phase of Raut-Roy’s life seemed to be over 
in Calcutta. He returned to Orissa. The Students’ 
Movement, the Kisan Movement, and the State 
People’s Movement in Orissa began to occupy his 
thoughts. He found himself dragged into the struggles 
of the people of Orissa. And this was of his own 
making. 

As a student of Ravenshaw College in Cuttack, 
Raut-Roy’s pen could not be silenced. He was the 
inspiration behind the vociferous protests and student 
marches — mainly through the volatile, writings he 
published in a’°journal he edited himself, called the 
Chhatra (The Student). At the same time his writings 
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had been appearing almost regularly in prominent 
Oriya journals of the time, among them Nabeena 
(Berhampur), Utkala Sahitya (Cuttack) and Sahakara 
(Cuttack). Undoubtedly the vein in these poems was 
humanistic and reflected the plight of the 
downtrodden. Even a fine of Rs. 250 in those days did 
not deter Raut-Roy from his determined path. 

Raut-Roy’s writings continued. Chitragriba, an 
unconventional novel which he published was highly 
effective as a voice he raised against the prevailing 
romanticism of the time. Its position cannot be denied 
in the history of Oriya literature. For here was a book 
that demonstrated immense courage in speaking out, 
revealing the faith in the ideals Raut-Roy believed as 
a young man. Chitragriba was both fearless and 
humane, and stands out as a milestone in literary 
progress. 

His role in the Students’ Movement was merely a 
beginning. In the remote hinterland of Orissa, his 
inflammatory writings succeeded in urging the people 
of the many many feudal territories to fight for those 
rights which had been denied them for a long time. 
Raut-Roy’s poems were to be found on almost 
everybody's lips, from the illiterate cowherd boy to 
the learned protester — turning a number of these men 
into martyrs to boldly face the ruler’s bullets. This 
was the poet whose fiery lines in his poem “Mar Tu 
Jete Goli” (Shoot As Many Bullets As You Like) gave 
a new life to the people at the time of the Dhenkanal 
Praja Movement, 1938-39. He sang, and along with 
him, the people too, of the land he loved so much : 

Shoot, shoot as steadily as you can 

Our breasts are bare and ready for your bullets ! 
Put aside your lathis of wood 

Because we just don’t care, 

For our breasts are made of rock ! 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


6 / Sachi Raut-Roy 


I should like to stress that Sachi Raut-Roy was 
living the life of a revolutionary during those years 
his poems began to go deep into the minds of the 
people. He was true to his conscience, true to the 
feelings he expressed in his poems. And all this 
happened when he was just a student of the B.A. 
Class in Ravenshaw College, Cuttack. A collection 
titled Abhijan was soon published in 1938. In these 
poems the poet's agony at the condition of his people 
is unmistakable. It only confirms what has been said 
earlier; that he recorded for posterity a phase of 
Orissa’s history that was full of despair in every way : 


Does he forget 
We water his rice fields with our sweat ? 
We go on toiling day and night 
Plough and sow the hardened earth 
Until blood dries and our bones crack 
And daylight turns the blackest of black. 
[“Rice”] 
The Second World War was beginning. And under 
British rule, a widespread repression added to the 
already existing miseries of the people. Hunger was a 
grim reality that the young Raut-Roy could not turn 
away from : 


Women’s breasts sag with grief, 
their milk has dried, 
The children starve, 
earth fills their mouths 
As they tug at the empty dugs 
simply left dry; 
Mere bags of dead skin 
in their weakened mouths 
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They suffer on, without 
the strength to cry— 
If only they died at once, 
they’d make their mothers happy ! 
[“When Hunger Burns”] 


A trifle melodramatic perhaps. But in the context of 
the happenings in the country then, a faithful 
portRoyal of the human condition. Here was passion, 
naked and bare, and on fire ! 

This was the time when another popular collection 
of his verse appeared. It was titled Rakta Sikha (Flames 
of Blood) and was immediately banned by the 
Government. The printers, Sree Press, were fined a 
thousand rupees, a tidy sum in those days, resulting 
in the swift removal of all the printed material of the 
book from its original premises in Sahibzada Bazar in 
Cuttack. 

But it is the long poem “Baji Rout” which remains 
one of Raut-Roy’s most remarkable works. The poem 
will be one of those very few which can never be 
forgotten by posterity; it is a living testament to 
Orissa’s history, a heroic moment that bears witness to 
the troubled times when repressive, violent measures 
were the order of the day. It would be in the fitness 
of things to summarise the events of that fateful night 
that led to the writing of Raut-Roy’s poem. 

The twelve-year young boy, Baji Rout from a 
village called Nilakanthapur in the princely state of 
Dhenkanal used to support his mother by ferrying his 
little boat across the River Brahmani. On the night of 
October, 10, 1938, Baji was asleep in a shack on the 
bank, posted there by his people (the Praja Mandals) 
to prevent the boat being used by the troops of the 
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State Durbar who were routinely engaged in 
terrorising those who sympathised with Praja Mandal 
workers. 

When the police troops came to the river bank that 
night demanding that Baji ferry them across the river, 
little did Baji know that a short while back they had 
already fired at a peaceful crowd in the nearly village 
of Bhuban, killing two men, and were in a savage 
frame of mind. The boy, young as he was, stood his 
ground and refused to obey. Thereafter one of the 
troops struck him a violent blow and the boy's frail 
body slumped to the ground. 

Baji did not die at once. Sheer will made him leap 
up from the ground and shout to the Praja Mandal 
workers who soon arrived on the scene. In the 
meantime the troops had cut the boat adrift and were 
rowing away. 

A large crowd of people stood watching the troops 
in the boat from the river bank. Suddenly a volley of 
shots ploughed into them. The young Baji Rout was 
one among the seven who died in the firing. 

Sachi Raut-Roy could not escape the dictates of his 
conscience. The poem had to follow. Today ”Baji 
Rout” occupies a significant place in the national life 
of Orissa: 


Life could not hold him prisoner 

Nor could the river’s song and colour 

Or dusk’s silence and morning’s wonder. 

For all those were but too small to one 

Whose heart’s expanse was one revolution, 
Redder and more glorious than the sunset 
Hotter than the flames of two crores of pyres ! 
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The poem reverberates with an intensity of feeling 
that was rare in the poems of those days. How could 
one not be touched by the basic honesty and 
simplicity of lines such as these ? 


Poet of future freedom, 
Your dying was a poem. 
[“The Boatman Boy”] 


I could go on quoting lines from this very poem to 
show how Raut-Roy excels in generating the reader's 
sympathy. How sensitively then, he must have helped 
to “move” his people as he sang of the hopes and 
fears and sufferings of the common man ? How else 
could he bring out the view of humanity that ran in 
him, but by writing the way he felt ? And yet, at 
times, his poetry revealed a flatness of emotion that 
tails out into mere blunt statement : 


You are everywhere in the world 
Your existence lies in every country 
Beyond geographic boundaries 

Oh ravaged labourer of the World ! 
Join hands, Oh wounded Soul ! 

Be careful ! For the conscience 

Of your class waits for you ! 


Lines from poems such as the one cited above from 
“Mulia Bhai” (Brother Labourer) are but stRoy 
examples of Sachi Raut-Roy’s few failings as a poet on 
his way to greatness. For unlike scientific research, a 
writer’s or a poet's development as he (she) proceeds 
from poem to poem to produce a masterpiece is right 
there before us, in all that he (she) has written, for the 
world to see and judge. On the other hand, the 
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scientific researcher obliterates all his errors when he 
arrives at the ultimate conclusion. And perhaps, Sachi 
Raut-Roy, like many other significant poets, has left 
behind the spoors for all of us to see. 

Still, Raut-Roy was determinedly successful in 
arousing the passions of those for whom he wrote and 
truly lived for. In his poems we do not come across 
any element of despair that marked the writing of the 
postwar years; there is nothing of that jagged 
emptiness which the poets of the West (T.S. Eliot, for 
instance) buried themselves in. Raut-Roy’s poetry was 
fiery, never a deliberate wasteland of ideas. 

Raut-Roy went on to ask questions, both in his 
poems and in the fiction he wrote. It would not be 
wise to place him in any specific category of writing; 
it was his basic humanity which emerges through his 
work. His concern for his fellow beings was to be the 
dominant cuncern in his life, a concern that comes out 
alive when the poet asks: “Does man understand man, 
ever, in the right way?” 

Perhaps I have been careless in not speaking so far 
of the inherent lyric qualities of Raut-Roy’s poems. 
Even his early poetry revealed the mind of a fine 
delicate sensibility. His use of very different imagery 
made his poems delightful to read, poems that remain 
memorable ones even five long decades after he wrote 
them. Palli Shri, which he published as early as 1941 
gives off the smells of the village-earth Raut-Roy loves 
so much. For, in Palli Shri, the village itself is the 
protagonist in the poems in the book : 


This little village of mine, 

Let its name not appear 

In the pages of a geography text, 
It still is my heaven of earth— 
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There, there is my home 
And there again shall burn 
My own funeral pyre: 
This little village of mine. 


Life itself is reminiscence. Sachi Raut-Roy’s poetry 
is reminiscence, balanced as it is on a simplicity that 
is the earth of Orissa itself: 


There ahead, in the rice fields 

Can be .seen the chest-high fence, 
Come, let’s sit a while in its shade 
And forget we have to return home. 


Or, in these poignant, humble limes when Raut-Roy 
seems to pay homage himself as he speaks of 
noontime when labourers return from the fields for 
their midday meal : 


Labourers are back from the fields 
And now at noon their own shadows 
Bow their heads at the men’s feet 

As if in silent obeisance. 


Any reader will be taken up by this remarkable 
image, where the poet experiences life even in his 
own shadow. Even the plain scene of a river running 
through the countryside assumes the stunning image 
of a sacred thread across a man’s body. Nothing 
resembling these startling images had appeared in 
Oriya poetry before. 
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The poet himself admits the influence of 
Rabindranath Tagore in his early poems. But those 
were formative years when he was living in Calcutta, 
and Tagore’s work was bound to infiltrate his work. 
For every artist is open to the writings of others; these 
act like layers of sand, allowing the true voice of the 
poet to filter through in the manner of pure water at 
the end. It is perhaps the magnanimity of Raut-Roy 
that makes him acknowledge the influence of Tagore 
and other Western poets he read at that time. 

These influences, however, soon disappeared. In his 
inimitable style, Raut-Roy went on to produce poems 
that became standard examples for younger Oriya 
writers. What one particularly likes and admires in his 
poetry is his imagery that opens out into walks of 
rare beauty. I should like to cite some of my favourite 
lines. 


Lacy wisps of silky moonlight 
Fall upon 
Dark fronds of coconut palms 
In light-hearted holiday joy. 
[“ Aeroplane] 
Or, 
The darkness grins 
A cold inane smile; 
Meaningless and capricious 
Like the giggle 
of a dark, savage girl. 
[The Fisherman”} 
Or, 
The hue of the rising moon 
on her smiling lips, 
A time of flowering 
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over her body, 
Come, let’s just ask 
her large fish-eyes 
Steps of 
many-splendoured questions. 
[“The Fish Smell”]} 


Images such as these abound in Raut-Roy’s work. One 
can revel in the poet’s use of his senses, and in the 
oneness with the world of earth and sky, and his 
world of birth and death which he shows with a rare 
consummate skill. I can feel a vastness through his 
poems, a continuity of the human condition when he 
speaks so eloquently of the “dust of creation” and he 
of himself, “scattered like verticals of diffused life.” 

The volumes Pandulipi (1947) and Kavita (1962) 
appear to be landmarks in his literary career. 
Experimentation entered his work with poems like 
“Mirror” where he tried his hand at concrete poetry. 
A prose poem titled “Table” also became an example 
for a number of later writers. But these attempts at 
trying out new verse forms were happily shortlived. 

Volume after volume of poetry followed in steady 
succession. Raut-Roy titled these collections simply 
Kavita (Poetry), merely mentioning the year the 
particular book was published. Short stories, essays on 
literary criticism and poetry—perhaps every literary 
form was handled with equal ease by him. 

Sachi Raut-Roy demonstrated that poetry was 
undoubtedly a part of the larger cultural and political 
forces and changes taking place within Orissan 
society. It was a poetry that was not separate from the 
life he led; in other words, his poems were not 
independent of the poet in him. Here was a poet who 
was not afraid to speak out his true and innermost 
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feelings; both his spontaneity and sincerity were 
obvious. Would it be wrong of me if I suggested that 
Sachi Raut-Roy brought in a kind of democratisation 
of poetry ? Not only did he do this by speaking of the 
oppressive rule by feudal landlords and rulers of 
princely states, he narrated the emptiness and 
isolation of the world around him, and of his own 
self, to emphasize over and over again : 


I feel my world 
has no place in the map, 
nor will it ever appear in it 
everytime something happens.... 
[“The World of Certainty”) 


Sachi Raut-Roy “took” the image to many- 
splendoured heights. A few examples have been 
quoted here in this piece of the manner in which his 
imagination could create images of sheer 
exquisiteness, thereby unfolding secrets of the 
unguarded world of the unconscious. It was a 
loosening of the mind, as though wings had suddenly 
been set free from the rigid structures and stillnesses 
in which thought in Oriya poetry had been 
imprisoned till then. 

So from the poet's moment of freedom, when he 
writes of Pratima Nayak : 


Let, let Pratima Nayak smile, 
No sari’s anchal, on her body 
just a khaki dress. 


to the moment of death he expresses so acutely in his 
poem on the death of Bidhan Chandra Roy in 
Calcutta. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Verticals of Life / 15 


At that fearful hour 

When the city was busy, tired 

When the clerks were being driven around 
And the girl at the telephone switchboard 
Was wiping the sweat from her brow, 

Just at that hour 

In a lonely corner of the city 

In the silent depths of a white text 

A snowy figure was lost in sleep. 


One can feel the wholeness of his perception he has 
pursued throughout his life. 

Poignant understatement perhaps. As the years 
passed, Sachi Raut-Roy came to the centrestage of 
Oriya poetry—with its qualities of clarity and 
dramatic lyricism. He has become the example to be 
followed by younger practising poets. Something new 
had happened to Oriya writing—the message of 
humanity was there for all to see: The centre was 
there, in his new poems, and Raut-Roy had truly 
produced an inimitable personal myth : 


This room, 

where I have not known 

the deep pangs of pain, 

from whose mid-window can be seen 
the hewn path amid the forest green 
and the bald dome of the hill 

the morning birds that rise and fly 

to come back later to the hill; 

and from where the bathed crystal dawn 
appears a calm intimation of some icon-centre, 
do I then kneel and pRoy, 

say to myself again and again 
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that this is the same, surely the same: 
this instant of time belongs only to him: 


Desolate, the river bridge 
quivers in fog and smoke. 
An ash-tRoy on the table 
lies disconsolate in burnt ash, 
the vase screams its harshness 
with blooms wilted and worthless. 
A timber-laden truck rumbles by, 
to return again. 
Beneath the half-severed boughs of a tree 
sways its oblique routine. 
A lone cow standing on a hushed river isle 
roofs the boundaries of infinite space 
with the emptiness of her eyes. 
Boats move down, one after the other 
rippling red the waters of the river, 
fetching groups of village men and women too, 
frocked school girls, the coolies, 
a bridegroom party, women-labourers 
and bus-passengers, in printed cottons, 
reds and saris of varied hues 
that dye the water 
in tints of blue, scarlet 
white and violet. 
The bridge looms limpid, clear; 
A lonely traveller annexes the dawn 
to the perturbed body of the day; 
And the river : Is there no river ? 
For it seems the river is but the reverse 
or a shadow of home-bound time, 
that unites me over and over 
to the very same icon-centre. 
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Side by side, the spiritual view that was 
unmistakably present in his later poems appeared to 
be stronger then before. Love and death, the basic 
constituents in the work of any serious poet, became 
manifest in a lyrical poem he titled “Ja Debi” in his 
volume Kavita-1969. That he made use of Tantric 
thought to emphasize the complete consummation of 
love in death is clearly evident : 


And I live again, falling in love with her, 
My Sumbha-Nisumbha existence only lives for 
her. 
So she is a goddess, for how else, 
Can she secure the slayed, 
Death and love, with strings of slaughter; 
Because love is death, her order ultimate. 
And receiving and giving seems complete 
When each other we annihilate. 
[“Goddess Durga] 


This was a new dramatic lyric that had no parallels. 
Sachi Raut-Roy’s voice could not be ignored any more 
even in the most harshly critical literary circles. He 
could create an atmosphere of tone and voice that was 
rarely in evidence in Orissa, perhaps in the rest of the 
country as well. As long back as 1942, the poet 
Harindranath Chattopadhyay had already translated 
into English his “Boatman Boy” and the poem had 
gone through two editions, an unheard of feat then. 

Today his own work continues, though rather 
haltingly. His failing eyesight and advancing years 
have slowed down the life of this poet the entire 
country is proud of. Numerous honours and prizes 
have come his way, including the prestigious Jnanpith 
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in 1986. A complete bibliography of his works is listed 
at the end of the book. 

I look at his eyes again, as I sit in front of him and 
observe a tiredness that has overcome his frail limbs. 
But perhaps, this is not the result of the natural 
course of ageing. Perhaps the changing world around 
him has contributed to it. Perhaps not, I do not know. 
His entire life has been one long struggle against the 
inhumanity he has encountered at different times and 
about which he could not do anything concrete. 

There is disillusionment in his gaze or a pain that 
emerges out of a deep knowledge of things. He seems 
keenly aware that even after almost five decades of 
the country’s gaining independence, the plight of the 
common man in the remote hinterland of Orissa 
remains the same as before. And in consequence, his 
new writings portRoy a marked irony when he speaks 
of issues of day-to-day existence. In Raut-Roy’s own 
words (in an Afterward he wrote for one of his 
collections, Kavita-1987), he tells of one harrowing 
incident which has had an impact on his life. I quote : 


From the very beginning of my literary life, I 
have faced many obstacles, traversing unforeseen 
difficulties. Even as recently as a few years back 
(at such an advanced age of mine), some upstart 
had flung acid at me when I was chairing a 
literary session. The scar is still there for all to 
see, just between my left eye and the eyebrow. 
The man was arrested by the police and a case 
filed. Quite a few writers and listeners in the 
audience were injured that day. Some were also 
hospitalised...” 
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Sachi Raut-Roy’s “scars” have not healed with time. 
Aware of the changes around him, and not only 
limited to the geographical boundaries of his native 
Orissa, but to the larger world, he is moved still by 
social and political movements that have been 
happening almost all the time. After the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, there came the collapse of the UssrR— 
events which seemed to affect him vitally. So he had 
to write. It would be right for me to quote from a 
recent poem titled “Don’t Lower the Banner” which 
he published in the Samaja in 1992": 


Don’t lower the flag 

This flag is not made of coarse red cloth 
Millions of people have dyed it red 

The burning torch of hopes 

Of the starving, the castigated and reviled 
Is the flag of freedom... 


Isn’t it but natural that Sachi Raut-Roy would 
henceforward write with a new ridicule at these evils 
he thought were corroding Oriya society ? Wouldn't it 
be right for us to conclude that his struggle to make 
sense of his life through poetry is a painful struggle 
with his own unchanging conscience ? 

I should merely like to leave these poems for the 
reader to savour their humanity and their excellence. 


Cuttack, Ramnabami Jayanta Mahapatra 
March 28, 1996 


[All translations of verse quoted in this article are by 
Jayanta Mahapatra.) 
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Unity 


Whoever plays with my severed self 
doesn’t know my full identity, 
which isn’t here with me. 


My body tangled in braids, 

I am neither sacred child nor beast. 
With these I become a full man, 
there is none greater than me. 
Inside me is dust, rage and a soul, 
still one can hear the beast’s roar. 


No value is smaller than another. 
I have no fear 
because I am myself many in one. 


My unity lies in this earthen planet, 
for one who can find me 
in one word among countless books. 


Why should I seek him in birth after birth, 


on different occasions in different 
countries— 


for he is here, in this instant of time. 

If he isn’t, I can create him in my mould, 

in the way I create myself every moment, 
unknown to me. 
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I am my morning. 
Not a slave of some established order. 
Or of formed thoughts of hoarded desires. 


I am the voice of a moving life. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Repayment 


The river Subarnarekha’s smiles 
have now turned poisonous 

And there, mix man’s piteous sighs 
with his insufferable helplessness. 


Blind and sightless today 

is the lake, where once, its clear waters 
flourished with lotus and lily; 

tears just run down from dead cavities. 


And swans, flying past in the skies, 
stop a mere moment, to look 
at man’s inconsolable grief. 


Who can forget ever 

this earth's warmth and love, 
its flower and fruit ? 

Who can measure its value 
or ever repay its debt ? 


Can you ever repay 
what we have lost ? 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Curse 


That Brahmin had come yesterday 

in the afternoon. 

His palm leaf umbrella upraised. 

He announced: I have come. 

I bowed at his feet and asked him to be seated. 

Suddenly I remembered 

I had seen him when I was young, 

His beard and hair hadn’t greyed then. 

I folded my hands and asked: why have you 
come? 

How can this poor, insignificant man serve you? 

He answered: Give me alms. 

I said: For the past three days 

There hasn't been a grain of rice in the house. 

1 am having just one meal in a day 

in the restaurant on borrowed money. 

He said: Let everyone be happy and healthy, 

And many such good, kind words. 


I asked: But how can everyone be happy 
At one time, both the rich and poor? 
If one goes on sucking the blood of the other? 
He pointed his finger upward and said: 
Let each one hear only the good word, 
speak only the good. 
1 answered: I have no objection to that, 
But do you wish to say anything more, 
besides alms? 
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He said: I'll give you a curse. 
My curse is harsh and bitter 
Although my blessing smooth as silk. 


He brought out a little water from his brass 
vessel and said: Be prepared. 


I lowered my head and replied: 
This servant of yours is quite prepared. 


He sprinkled the water, saying: 

Then stay a poet for ever. 

Just these very words he had said to me 
When I was young once, 

When I had met him for the first time, 
But under the guise of a blessing. 


{[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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The Bird 


A terrible bird 

had swept down, 
throwing shadows 

into the wind’s eyes. 

It had a lion’s paws 

and a lion’s waist, 
resembling 

the mythical gandabhairabn. 


It pecked and ate up all words 

and their meanings; its claws 
gripping a stillborn baby, whose eyes 
glistened with a drop of dew 

fallen from some distant dome. 


Lines of unreal ants and cockroaches 
moved up and down in its 
distorted shadows. 
That bird flying in from somewhere 
with its impossible shadows, 
would soon disappear 
in the sounds of the storm, 
crossing streets and vast waters. 


Then, somewhere, it would hide 
within the cluster of eight forts, 
breaking down the carved doorway, 
past the emperor’s last watchman. 
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The bird had come 

from an enormous i ind 

in the storm’s eyes, to consume 

all sentences and their meanings. 

In its bill was a scarlet bundle. 

Insane in its own nakedness, 

like *Maheswara, it tore down 

grass and gulmohars with the sun’s paws. 


From somewhere the bird of Time 
had come roaring, 

pricking up its poisonous ears 

in the sky. 


A terrible bird had come to earth, 
devouring time like an insect, 
with the bones’ hunger, 

with a lion’s waist, a lion’s paws 
Pecking away at a history, 

with its tormented belly. 


In its blood a lake of sulphur, 

jets of molten iron in its wings; 

from somewhere unknown 

this bird had flown in, 

its back to time, in the storm’s hunger. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra]) 
* the god of destruction. 
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Release 


A blind lane 

Gropes for vast spaces, 
Searching for green fields 
And blue seas of grass. 


Close, narrow alleys 

Like innocent lines on a tiny palm, 

The sheds and tiled shacks on either side. 
Row upon row of low and high 


Tiled roofs stretching evenly into the 
distance. 

The morning's brahminy kite floats 
overhead, 

The screech from its thin beak 

Dividing the air, 

As it swiftly swims past. 


The slender streams of the blind lane 
Search for open places, 

For a sea. 

Many nests have been put out 

In its ugly, dirty stretches of sand. 
So many men and women, 

Crowds of people, 

Have searched for a path in the silent sands 
And returned. 

And on this platform, 

On this narrow road made firm 
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With earth, sand and tar— 
Whose footprints are these? 


They have just searched 
and returned. 
The rains have mocked them 
and ended, 
The last cloud has melted away. 


A harsh sun, 

and no rain at all. 

Did you ever imagine 

That smoke and dust would wither 
The first morning of love? 


Did you think, Sunanda Mohanty, 
That life had such an obscene plot? 
When: two prisoners met at last, 
Crossing the love-long time of youth, 
their slates of passion fully covered 
With the lifeless words of the past, 
There was no time to wipe them clean. 
Or time too to rewrite letters of release. 


Merely on guileless lips 

Was a discordant, cruel arithmetic. 
Did the craving to fault each other 
make the moment of love wilt? 
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How could we then, get release from each 
other? 


Maybe our love would find fulfilment 
Only when we finally broke free 
From the shackles of our bonds. 


Life's blind alley 
Reaches out for vast spaces. 
Searches for open fields, 


For blue seas of rice. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Love—A Path of Glory 


‘Beauty should be edible, or not at all’ 
- Salvador Dali 


I am the lover of your victorious soul. 
Lover of your body ephemeral. 

I have always been delighted 

by the shade of an invisible tree, 

a severed voice of the night— 

love is either enjoyment or death. 


I am that lofty eagle 

soaring the skies, 

your graceful wing 

that blooms flowers of dream 
over a rocky body, 

I can still weave webs of desire. 
A poet is a worldly being 
who can devour human fiesh 
in endless hunger, 

a fleeting soul 

that becomes helpless 

in infinite emptiness. 


Love is a path of glory 


that senses the fact of reality 
in the lips’ bone, 
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sees the world with the eyes of a child. 
So is the final point of all consciousness 
a mere image of the physical world. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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At Tolstoy’s Tomb 


A man needs a mere eight feet land 
You have taken just that much, not an inch 
more. 

{Your story often comes to my mind.) 
The rest is leftover country, 

acre after acre of homestead. 
Your living quarters and old mansion 
Lie spread out like fallow lands 
Your stables and horse-carriage, 
Your nursery, the room where you were 

born, 
Al! are there for tourists to see. 
A garland of flowers adorns your grave— 
Perhaps a gift of some newly-married 
couple. 

Your story comes to my mind again. 
One fails to understand this mad rush 
Of life from daybreak to dusk, 
Why this capital city, the crowded concrete, 
For nothing will ever accompany one, 
Just a handful of ash will stay behind. 
That itself is the very essence of life. 
The large lake of yours 
Where you used to fish 
In the shade of tall trees, 
Your angling rod 
Stare me sternly in the face. 
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Here history lies around, 
Bonaparte’s retreat, 

And Anna Karenina’s final breath! 
The vast courtyard harshly desolate. 
I bid you farewell, 

Tolstoy! I bow to you. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra} 
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An Hour’s Sea 


An hour’s sea 

Implies a certain time. 

That which is lost in time 

Is held by the timeless. 

I am lost in there, 

There too I am born. 

Whatever is full of words 

Is given off in silence, 

There too resounds 

The chorus of many dead voices. 
And I come back again 

From my existence in memory. 
My ancestors too, for whom 

I perform funereal rites on the sea-sands, 
Appear 

To accept ritual offerings 

From my hand. 

For, along with me 

They’ll be back to accept offerings 
From my sons and theirs; all this 
In a time of play 

Of a hazy moon, a dead river 

And the tumbleweed on the sands. 


A whole universe 
Is annihilated. 
Another is created. 
[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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The Festival 


I lie asleep 

on the breast of midsummer heat, 

in a thousand tongues of fire. 
Unknown is this Aruni 

from which I carried the fire to earth. 
I burnt in the hunger of my body's fuel. 
I haven't given up trying 

to turn myself to ash. 

I have burnt every object 

in which 1 exist: 

earth, air and fire, sky and water. 
My eaten ends 

lie in piles of ashes. 

Find them. 

See how my name is being written 
in letters of that unblessed fire 

on the embers of my bones. 


{[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra]} 
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What Use are Flowers in a Forest 


What use are flowers in a forest? 
One, maybe two flowers are enough. 
Its heady scent puts me to sleep, 

my mind sinking into fathomless deeps. 
I need just one medicinal creeper 

the *bisalyakarani, 

to heal those deep wounds of mine— 
For what use is there shouldering 

the mountain Gandhamardan, 

the leaps into the sky, 

the plunges into the sea? 

The mind seeks solitude, 

a pure room of one’s own 

where I am fully alone, 

solely.mine 

and my promises— 

Where my growth 

has perfect nourishment. 


{Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 


* a medicinal plant 
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The Day of Birth, 
The Day of Death 


The day I was born 

all the children reached for the sky 

and said: He will be one like us, 

pelt stones at the roguish beasts, 

then play with them, holding on to their 
tails, 

He'll run away in fear 

if he saw ochre-robed sadhus, 

lest they whisked him away. 


On the day of my death, 

in the severe storm that day 

all traffic will come to a stop, 

no newspapers would appear, 
factories and mills would stop 
working in the strike. 

Their hands on the owners’ throats, 


striking workmen will shout out their 
demands: 


‘We want our bonuses! Give us overtime!’ 


And there will be no news of my death, 
no silent processions. 

Only accursed nurses 

would be shedding tears 

on my corpse. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Woman 


Woman is the season of rains 

embracing home, courtyard and the forest's 
rim, 

touching the distant horizon. 

With the monsoon’s gait, 

she crosses rice fields to become a stream, 

breaking down shore, word and meaning 

and become an enigma; 

in her desire going beyond 

all understanding to be that mystery 

evergreen, for all time. 


Here on this side stretch paddy fields, 

and on the other, the shade of trees: 

As though she is a verb, an inspiration 

of creation, creation’s ceremony herself. 

Always wanting to be in-between, 

neither ahead nor a step behind; 

finding her own place in the world 
with ease. 

Woman is man’s other existence, 

a reverse image— 

so She attracts, fascinates, 

presenting herself in many strange ways 

from moment to moment. 


At times, in the shade of clouds, 
she plays her role of a princess of rain, 
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at other times acting coy 
as she pulls over her a veil of forest green. 


Like the sky, always one of a kind, 
though she is many and many in one— 
in her innate being 


or her different renderings. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Sea 


My lost crown appears to me 
as I face the sea, 


watch it rolling about on the sands. 


And here my kingdom lies in shards, 
enveloping me like a fortress 
vast, and the limit’s past. 


I forget myself, forgetting my first name 
in time to become my second self, 
turning a stranger to myself, 

aloof and unfamiliar. 

In the sky of my own self 

I lose myself, losing too 

my beginning and my end: 

the truth of all that was or wasn't, and is. 


All words in an instant 

turn wordless, 

the word’s past, 

the unheard of what is heard. 

All sound seems meaningless, 

the quest for all meaning futile. 
Oh, if-only these sounds unite 

to become a signal, sign or symbol 
that would open 

the entrance to a magical cave 
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at the touch of a finger ... 

To say, to know, to understand. 
Useless are these words and voices, 
all the prepared prayers. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Goddess Durga 


She is the one who slays me, 

moment by moment, 
In the grove of casuarinas, 

by the shores of the sea, 
She is the one who slays me, 

in the very last act of the play. 
With every single gut of my blood 

is woven a pattern of immense 

terror. 

She is: the one who slays me 

hour by hour 
In the white man’s cemetery, or here. 


She is the one who pushes me 

down the abyss of death. 
Drawing me with the beak of her gaze, 
She slays me with the strands of her smile 
Here within, or in some lonely river isle, 
In an abandoned citadel. 


And I live again, fall in love with her. 
My Sumbha-Nisumbha existence only 
remembers her. 


So she is a Goddess, for how else 
Can she secure the slayed, 
Death and love, with strings of slaughter; 


Because love is death, her order ultimate. 
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And receiving and giving seem complete 
when each other we annihilate. 


She is the one who slays me 

with eyes of murder, 
Slays me in the cell of love, 
Over a secret stairway, 

or on some forgotten border, 
For she is a Goddess: 

truly she makes me hers 
Under the pretense of worship, 

each moment by moment 
In every single act of the play. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Cyclone 


Rain water 

crawls into the courtyard 

on all fours, a dust-smeared infant, 
licking a handful of earth. 


In the maw of the infant’s mouth, 
I see the vast universe, 
both the movable and immovable. 


There is no universe 

here today, 

just a broken mirror. 

Ashen clouds rumble 

through small windows. 

The coffee gets cold, 

an anxious rain’s voice. 

Even the paper is half wet: 
Explosions will occur in Korea! 
The same old story 

about Soviet warships 

following the American Navy. 
Once again the old game 
shakes the world’s printed page, 
although a cyclone 

forms in the Indian Ocean! 
Where will you be 

tomorrow morning? 

Perhaps you'll be in the bathroom, 
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your hair all loose, 

mixing hot water with the cold, 
preparing to catch the nine o’clock train! 
I know, you'll see me 

before you leave. 


But what good can come 
of that meeting? 

It's pouring outside, 

and here too, there is rain. 
I turn lazily on my side. 

I don't feel like getting up. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra]} 
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A Very Tender Night 


A very tender night never speaks. 
Where then, was so much poetry? 
The ring of so many voices, 

Of pain and joy, hopes and longing? 


The touch of its soft fingers 

stirred to life the heart's seven strings. 
The whole world was moved to speech. 
The sky filled with wondrous voices. 
Earth’s nerve-ends tingled with ecstasy. 


Its gentle caress 

Gushed open a spring 

That had lain buried for years and years. 
I drowned in its dark allure. 

I was lost in its jungle of dark hair. 


And I felt as though 

its slender fingers were magic wands. 
Those: which could also be 

As firm as the tusks of *Airnbatn. 
Bringing in the Ganga as a preamble, 
For me to wear. 

I am wounded. Amazed. 

Just one certain sound 

Cuts open the darkness of ages. 

A point of refrain 

That lives on amid the world’s uncertainties. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
* Lord Indra’s elephant. 
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Relationship 


Wherever you are 

and whenever, 

I bless your name— 

may it always be free, 

forever green 

on this arid earth, 

your name of three syllables. 

In this world of 

innumerable paths, 

directions and signs, 

as a mind set free 

resembles the dawn, 

a still centre 

forever unrelated. 

Many paths 

run along many courses— 

countless boats in rivers 

and many trains move everywhere, 

each one on his own way 

And if one meets someone, somewhere, 

in a street or temple, breath mingling with 
breath, 

word meeting word, 

in the give and take of glances, 

with the scent of ketaki from body; 

if all this touches his heart, 

a relationship is born (or a proposal) 
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without conditions, without fear, 
like moonlight, 

which gives man 

a little delight, some freedom, 
bursting into flower 

like a water lily on its own 

in its desire just to bloom. 


Maybe it is a wrong; 

for it is man who errs, not stone. 

If the body does not answer 

[Because it is not dumb), 

it becomes a flower, with all its misdeeds, 
flowing freely along the river’s curse. 


Freedom is the true reason 


of all creation. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatral] 
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Pratima Nayak 


A pallid moon in the sky, white as foam, 
Silent reconciliation between darkness and light. 
Far off a factory chimney keeps coughing on its own, 


The eight-o-clock Mail crosses the paddy-hemmed 
river. 


Poetry says chakrabaka love-birds cry at this hour 

When suddenly, after years, I met Pratima Nayak; 

Her pimple-scarred face, a leather purse in her hand 

Over her sunken cheeks the artless marks of defeat. 

Her body wasted by disease, palenesss written 
everywhere, 

The slack, thin body-flame sheathed in a dress of 
khaki. 


Dust of years on a body once smooth as cherry 
blossoms; 


And I asked: How have you been? Sorrowful twilight 
in my throat. 


Pratima smiled — 


Where the blue skyline touched the ochre earth’s rim, 
there, 


Beyond the confluence of reality and dream, 
face to face we stood, 

Behind us, asleep lay a two-year world, which lasted 
an unending two years, 

Ash-grey, futile and terrible, war-torn. 
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In the distance a hurricane lamp in a mortuary 

Flickered alarmingly, spreading fear around. 

A wedding that never happened, while she was 
studying 

For her M.A. in Philosophy; it could be she had fallen 

Once or twice in love before, not much else. 

Then her father’s death, and the debts she had to face, 

Her course in Philosophy abandoned for ever. 

Then the year was nineteen fortythree: a time 

That lapped up whatever little had been left behind. 

Knowing what she was getting into, she’d taken 
shelter 

In the department of Civil Supplies; her salary wasn’t 
bad. 

That is all one could say about her. Her full history. 


Pratima Nayak smiles, a hint of dream on her lips — 

The khaki smile on her face, in her eyes her night's 
allure. 

Woods moving on either side, the speeding lines of 
stars. 


Let, let Pratima Nayak smile, 


No sari’s anchal, on her body just a khaki dress. 


{[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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The Tree — I 


When we stood at the farthest limits 
of a brace of skies, 

at the intersection of twin nights, 

Perhaps we were turned to a tree. 


Limbs aflower, 

Humming bees crowding round, 

A giant astride the forests: 

Uncounted boughs, 

Camaraderie between arms and lips, 
knee and eyes, 

An erect trunk, 

roots deep in the vitals of earth, 


A pervasive essence seeping through the 
veins. 


Under the dank dark of night, 
where stars hold synod, 

Spiked through the heart of the earth, 
the tree rears its head. 

Green, glistening wings, 

Tendrils, shoots, 

A million cell-cores, 

Leaves and buds, 

Joy and love, 

Sprouting life, 

A congealed greenish flame floodlits the 
starry skies. 
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Out of the womb of the earth, 
A tree is born; 
A murmuring, lone forest-soul. 


[Trs. Author & B. Sinha] 
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The Tree — Il 


In the dark, we stood, 
A pair of marooned trees, blended into one, 
ghosted like the ribs of stone: 
A dim lantern shimmering frostily from the 
boughs, 
Cold woody stars 
shooting from our enchanted clay, 
Wisps of air entrapped 
in our windy turrets. 


Rooted, we stood, 
like pillars of stone, 
stars of water shooting the rapids: 
A smoky quarter-moon of light 
dappling the sky; 
Unconscious and deep, 
in somnolence frozen, 
A tree of sleep, 
Wedded to the dust, 
Searching fingers probing the vitals of the 
earth. 


[Trs. Author & B. Sinha] 
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Identity 


How can I tell you about myself 
How can someone else either 
When I do not myself know 
Where I came from, 

Or where I am bound. 


I am a wanderer 

Forever on the move. 

My past, my future 

Are beyond the known 
Beyond space, time and life. 


I am my own destiny. 

My existence a bubble in time, 
A fraction of a moment 
Moving toward a continuum. 
I am conflict; I am resolution. 
I welcome one and all 

And I get enmeshed 

In my own contradictions. 

My identity hangs forlorn; 

It has no alphabet. 


{Tr. J.P. Das] 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Cause 


Let me return to the cause, 

to the ambivalent face, 

for I do not remember a place 
nor the time, 


I only remember the face which is the 
source. 


Let the carnival lights go out, 

the faded opera cast its shadow of doubt, 
for I do not remember an address— 

I only’ remember a face 

which is the cause-nexus. 


Let the sea-green night 

release an ambiguous wish 

for all that I know and know not, 
riding on my own silhouette co-existing 
as I pass by me and the binomial tree. 


[Tr. Poet] 
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The New Year 


A long and dreary cold-war night ends, 
I wake to greet the New Year dawn, 
looming large upon the swan-high peaks. 


Pleasant days, harbinger of peace, 
pinioned against a honey-hued skyline 
like white lilies on azure waters. 


Guide to the first steps, 
Cerberus at the portals of Time, 
Oh Janus! 
Looking ages back and aeons ahead 
from the depths of time, 
Do you spy peace, 
a snow-white dove, fluttering to earth 
from a blood-red angry sky? 


Yesterday’s noon was a nightmare of infinite chaos; 
Endless gutters leading to gullies equally evil, 
Strewn with bones of a sepulchred past 
(mouldy and desecrated). 
Crossing the ravines of war, famine and 
pestilence— 
brewed by the cruel Atropos, 
engulfing all in its toothless yawn, 
We, the hollow men, turned schizophrenics, 
planted upon the dung-heap of lies, 
and put to sleep, civilisation-doped. 
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Will tomorrow be the new messenger of peace, 
bearing the icons of the Prince of Love, 


Upholding compassion and the quality of 
brotherhood? 
Or, will it be just an empty gourd, 
filled with vacuous wisdom, 
the hollow of our souls? 
A mountain of scuttled dreams, 
lighting the way to joyous indiscretions 
in winding alleys that never end. 
O God of Unfolding. 
The past is but a vain, glorious saga 
of our Sisyphean toil. 
Its charnel-house is littered with the bones of our 
kind, 
Who will not rise on the third day, 
or on any other; 
Who were slaughtered for a futile cause 
That defeated and killed itself the day it was born, 
The air musty with the fumes 
we breathe each day. 


The world is riddled with sorcerous voices, 
Poverty, squalor and class, 

Faith’s Cinderella abandoned, 

Sikandars fought with gold, 

All their heroism buried, 

A dazed world looks upon eerie streets. 
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Fair Nemesis ravished,. 
Charters of justice devoured by silverfish 
in darkened airless silos, 
Oppressing Delphic dailies 
channel our thoughts 
with brazen words that sleep with the winds; 
In a seminary of lies, 
A hothouse of counterfeit dreams. 
Devoured by our own inventions, 
Our winged days are meaningless, 
Mummied butterflies on plastic flowers 
Displayed in the show-windows of civilisation. 
The orange moon 
Unrobes 
On sandbanks, chalk-hills and skewbald bamboos, 
limestone cliffs, 
glinting under a spray of tawny cloud. 


Let the oriole-new-year burst from the scarlet 
clouds 


and herald the death-knell of the past, 
The neutral light of day proclaim justice, 

the promised land of the Phoenix, 
And mark our Ulysses-journey’s end: 
The happy terminus, 

where the world is free from lies, 

and the mush of myopic words. 


Let each one carry on his shoulders 
as much of the world as he can, 
like Atlas 
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(or the hundred-hooded Vasuki) 
And then alone can the world be purged 
of its endrmous sins, 
The Atlanta-race of War and Desolation cease, 


The mad whirl of the skull-garlanded Kali come to 
a stop. 


And then will 

The salmon-day spring 
from the boundless sea of time, 
with the redeeming voice of peace 
eagling towards the sun. 

And a purple night flower 

under a marketplace of stars, 

Like a milk-white banner unfurled, 

A crescent of doves in the calyx of the east, 


from the edge of Canopus to the bright-eyed 
Mira. 


O Gemini-headed Janus! 
Where will our steps, in the New Year, lead to ? 


{Tr. Author and B. Sinha] 
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Balance 


Hopes of revival gone, 
In mad divining, rapt 
Values upset, 

Have I lost my balance? 
Home, or wilderness, 
Who could tell? 


A restless stream 

Hungering for the sea, 

In a constant search 

For lower, and yet lower levels, 

I meander: 

Farther and farther still, 

In a bewildering maze of time and space, 
Incompatible with myself. 


A firm foot 

On the next step, an uncertain pause; 

One eye upon a routined world, 

And the other at a tangent to the stars; 
Where is the still centre of an eddying earth, 
The lone flute player 


Who calls the tune to the unending ring- 
dance ? 


In the haze of a narrow vision, 

The fish-eye target scarcely seen, 
Who would lend me the seer’s lamp 
To stop my random quests ? 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


62 / Sachi Raut-Roy 


If it is Fate’s decree 

That my everyday life 

Mustn’t run parallel to my heart’s desire, 
Why should I complain? 

At right angles, it will be: 

Impinge on my days, 

To crumble to dust in a relentless war. 


Rather than third-rate poetics 
Or an idle peace, 

A fighter’s creed shall be mine; 
The twin shafts of a rebel spirit 
And satire 

My armoury. 


The unthinking rabble, 

An eager, animal crowd 

Heading for holy places 

In quest of easy salvation ; 
Contemptible cowards, 

Mere onlookers 

Who disperse at the end of a bout, 
Yet thirst for new excitement. 


But I ask one favour; 
Just aU foot of land 
To rest my uncertain step. 


{[Tr. B. Sinha] 
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Requiem 


The bells toll, the five bells. 

The sun arches over the Western brow; 
The soft feel of a sea-green night 

In the mossy quiet of darkness. 


Stop me 

Hold me back: 

The full leading to greater fullness, 
And thence to the sea 

Of fulfilment complete, 

The droplets of my identity lost. 


Arbiter of time, 

Or should 1 call it 

The Cause Primordial, 
Dissolve me to my substance 
That is more than mere ‘TV’. 


In this earth 

And creation’s dust, 

I am scattered 

Like verticals of diffused light, 
In leaves and grass, 

Water, earth and atmosphere, 
In all that moves, 

And all that is immobile. 
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Round the corners 

Of recurrent creation, 

Sprawling over the checkerboard of life, 
My fiery essence 

Like an all-enveloping light, 

Upon the flyleaf of Time, 

Against the backdrop of ages, 

A moving picture. 


Restore me 

to the immanent flame, 

Of which I am but a phase, 
Separate 

In my own existence, as well. 


I am a spark of the Elemental Flame, 
The blaze 

From which creation sprouts; 

A spot of water 

The brine that nurtures life 

The sky and air, 

The five elements, 

I am Life itself. 


And yet 
Outstripping these, 

I extend 1 

And all that’s not ‘T’; 
All that is one, 
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The reality manifest, 
The ‘I’ that exists. 


I am the cognisant. 
A ripple of life aflower, 
The index of cognisance supreme. 


I’m joyousness, 

Aware of my pulsing being, 
Blossoming in a myriad forms 
In the meadows of life, 

In beatitude unending, 

And withdrawing 

To my own orbit again, 


‘I’ and whatever is more than ‘T, 

An indivisible whole; 

Only in the pulse-beats of Time, 

In the awareness of a separate existence, 
Lies the difference 

Like a tide that is a burst of the sea 
And yet seems to be a stream. 


The floodtide of my being 

Flows like ichor in the veins, 
Bursts in blooms 

In grass and sky; 

I hear the colloquy of god-shapes 
Upon the cloud-coasted airy arches; 
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And from the Eternal Ever, 
The moments I snatch 
To play with solitary instant. 


The moment’s mirror 

Reveals the world 

And a formless, changelees T’. 
Eyes that see 

But never fill with longing, 
Peer at cold reality 

Etched upon a fleeting second. 


From the meaning of a name, 

1 stray; 

Like the light that spreads from a lamp 
To be-lost to itself; 

Me, I spread, 

And gather myself in, again. 


I am the mid-flame 

Of the five flames 

The moment that becomes 

A single flame from the double, 
Is not for me, 

In the many-coloured hues 

Of the five-flamed lamp, 

Iam, 

And what I am not. 


[Tr. B. Sinha] 
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A Holiday 


Let us run away, 

Get out of this prison of a cribbed life, 
To a new land, 

Where our hearts might blossom 
Under a different sky. 


What shall we do 

With this roadster? 

Better abandon it here: 
Barefoot, 

Miles and miles we shall go, 
Lost in a green wilderness. 


Like village waifs, 

Up to the knees in mud and dirt, 
We'll chase one another, 

The monsoon winds 

Caressing our bared bodies; 

And upon the sodden grass 

We shall sit awhile, 

Far away from a hectic world, 

In the gathering shadows of dusk, 
Under the silent smile of gazing stars. 


The evening shadows 


Will lap our unrobed limbs, 
We'll wear the velvet dark, 
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A mellowed cloud-cast night 
Seeping through. 

Come, 

Let's steal away to the tryst 
With a loving dark. 


Blades of rain-soaked green 

To pluck and hold between the teeth, 
And like a buck and his doe 
Tugging at juicy tops 

Taste the sap of a drenched earth. 


A brace of birds free of their cage, 
We shall wander as we choose, 
Wade through the auburn lights 
To dine at a Chinese inn, 

The red and blue and amber glow 
Lighting up both for each. 


Over lonely footpaths 

And asphalt streets, 

Aimilessly we shall stroll; 

For hours on end 

Under dazzling lights, 

And then drop in for a late-night show? 


[Tr. B. Sinha] 
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The World of Voices 


In the sphere of resonance, 
we shall meet. 
A meeting, not of the eye, 
but in an aura of soulful sound, 
On the checkerboard of diverse tunes, 
enclosed in the haze of many notes. 
In every sound that has 
its distinct hue, 
Your thought-image takes shape 
Woven in the crisscross colours of melody, 
Numerous echoes keep me embalmed. 


In the hieroglyphic maze of flesh and form, 
smell, colour and rhythm, 

I catch a glimpse of you, 

To lose for a moment, 
and hold it again. 

But when shall it be beyond reach, 

In the realm of thought, 

Where words fail, 
and the mind fears to tread ? 


Silhouette of all sound, 


Where the fragrance of life-blossoms 
melts into the sonata of non-life, 
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In the blaze of beauty 

which no eye may ever see, 
Upon the heavenly plane 

without sound and colour, there will be 
silhouettes, only silhouettes. 


[Tr. Author and B. Sinha] 
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A Chant 


Music 

Of the flight of a swan 
or a gurgling brook 
or of a fragrant voice 

Is just an index; 

Muted notes of a soul 

that riddle the pathway of the sky 
and leave an unseen trail. 


Melting, 
(who knows where) 
Some may chance to hear 
or may never know; 
but that is just by the way. 
The end of music is music. 
Notes, with notes commingle, 
In the wilderness of the sky 
melody loses its way. 
The whole history of everything 
is the essence of a soul 
getting lost in another's. 


[Tr. Author and B. Sinha] 
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Renegade 


Come let us journey to 

the Eternal Triangle. 

Let us stand on the steps of the plain. 

The stars in the sky and flowers in the grass 
beckon us. 


Let us stand, our ears keen to the call. 
Romp and caper about 

like two parallel straight lines 
towards infinity. 

And read 

Damayanti’s epistle. 


Unlike the couple returning 

from the second show at the cinema, 
we have no need to hurry. 

Our home-bound hearts 

sing the crusade carol. 


[Tr. Lakshmi lyer] 
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Prelude 


I have tucked away my armour in this tree. 

On this last day but one, undressed as I am, 
I see him fret and fume. 

I feel his despair in my veins, 

comforting him with numerous warm kisses. 
Into his ears I whisper: 

“I am no longer Vrihanalla. I am the same invincible 
Falguni who is back. 


On the epoch’s clean contour my arms rise together, 
my weapon whimpers. 

Today my enemies dare to lounge in ease 

when at one time I had crushed them like dry leaves, 

chased them out of their secure world; 

once again they have gathered roots like wild grass, 


pitched their tents, the gruesome shackles of 
exploitation. 


What an irony of fate ! Reticent Time, solemn, 
waveless, Time’s shoreline. 
My army disbanded, my countless young soldiers 
bereft, as in a tornado irretrievable is 
some flag address. 
Here I was’t either known or familiar. 
Footprints, 


where have they all hidden? My conscious self, 
awakened, 


is invoking them. 
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Of my armour I ask: Let us forget and forgive. 
Concede or confront? Let us take up 
the time-worn path of nonviolence. 


He roars in answer: Steel does not know of 
concordance 


with moth and rust. 
For you, man cast in clay, nonviolence and 
forgiveness 
may be piety, a plaything. 


[Tr. Lakshmi lyer] 
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Sonnet 


I hurled my soul heavenward 

Like a pineapple, 

I do not know if it had hit God— 
But on its descent to earth it stank. 


All those firebuds, the heart's evils 
I had cannoned on countless people 
At different places, different times 


came back to me like a boomerang 
with the almanac on their fractured wings. 


Am 1 a lightless night's cinema hall, 

an unfrequented amphitheatre? Deaths’s 
fingerlong asp 

perhaps can be the last emperor questing 

for that borrowed moment of life 

in Cleopatra's softer-than-sky, blue breast. 


[Tr. Lakshmi lyer] 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Death 


Like a freshly baked bread 
death devours me. 
Death is like 
the jungle’s marble, mellow tiger 
whose dying no one has ever witnessed. 
Only we have seen his steeplechase, 

and his recovery. 
Oxen, goat, 

buffalo, rhino, 
Peacock-coloured horse, 

a parrot-belly-hued steed, 
Nilgai and deer, 
The signature of his claws on their backs 
His toothed trademark. 
Death is black nutmeg on wool, flushed 

amber, 
a Royal Bengal tiger. 
Now and then its trail gives off 
(for Death too has an odour} 
a fetor of fish blended with the incense 
breath of the lotus 
Nevertheless at no time have we seen him 
under some divine tree, over mountainous 
verdant turf 

or beside a spring 

relinquish his body. 
We can kill him, 

but then that is not dying. 


[Tr. Lakshmi lyer] 
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Hair-Pin 


I have searched the bed 

and the entire house for your hair-pin; 
where did it go? 

I also don’t see 

the two sophisticated, silver safety pins 
of your bodice and blouse. 


I have already looked for it outside the 
window 

through all the layers of darkness and 
moonlight; 

and on every step of Time 

where lies all our nudity 

on the open stage of our naked souls. 


I have also searched far and near, 
many years before and after, 

on riverbanks, seashores and hotels, 
where have been spent 

many solitary moments, blue like rivers. 
Nowhere do I get, beautiful and in tact 


your coiffured hair or the domes of your 
breasts. 


Rather I can see 


the sravana of directionless hair 
that covers every inch of an open hill-top 
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and builds a naked image 

which I immerse in the vortex of memory 
in the saptakoshi canyon of Time, 

and get behind my distance. 


[Tr. Bijoy K. Mohapatra & P.K. Jagadeb] 
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A Prayer 


Make me a butterfly in your garden, 

Oh God, who own a mine of flowers! 

Give me a mile of hunger, a pitcher of 
honey, 

and a blue century of the sweetest voice. 

Give me an estate of perfume, Oh Emperor, 

and a village, just a village where 

the murmuring of a brook will be heard for 
ever. 

Give me a pole star in the company 

of all flowers, all stars, and love. 


Be it a statue of a metaphor or an ecstasy, 
but it should be a call from the solitary 

grove of love. 
Oh King of Seasons! 


Give me your Bow of Flowers. 


[Tr. Soubhagyabanta Maharana] 
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Birthday 


Why must one live for one hundred years? 
Bereft of the poison-tooth, defenceless, 

and unable to lift one’s own bow, 

must one still live? 


Why must one play host to one hundred autumns 
year after year 

opening and closing and reopening and bolting 
again 

the doors and windows? 


Must one go on playing the same game for 
eternity, 


keep on doing the same sum till infinity? 


Who will be my witness: 

the snippets of Vietnamese valour 

from the pitiful daily newspaper 

in between sips of milk-powdered tea, 

that act like vitamins? 

The old guileless photograph of the well-dressed 
young man smiling with his bride, 

preserved inside the glass cupboard, 

that warms up one’s strained nerves? 

Or the farewell-message 

presented with garlands of now-faded camphor 
by the office-staff 


on the occasion of a transfer from Bhadrak to 
Koraput, 
displayed on the wall? 
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Thereafter the same formulae of multiplication 

from one to twenty and from twenty to one, 

framed photographs hung on dusty dark walls: 

the eldest daughter donning the black gown and 

hood 

and holding her diplomas, 

the younger one doing her Odissi number. 

And the picture, framed from a newspaper 
cutting, 

of my dear lovable son, unemployed, 

arrested under MISA, 

standing inside the police-cordon. 


I can hear the bids of my daughters 

trying their luck 

in the matrimonial auction of the bridegroom- 
market. 

What do they signify—, 

these basic ingredients of my world? 

What do they stand for: 

my tattered lungi and dirty vest and office-shirt? 

A cake of soap is too costly, costlier is food; 

it is only life that gets devalued day by day. 


I do not want a boxful of birthdays, I don’t. 
One inch of life is all I ask for, 
the inch-long life of the matchstick. 


I feel I have all, yet nothing at all, 
for the spark that ignites 
is missing. 
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My wintry breath buries the cold son 
in the snow of slumber. 

Still comes the heat wave, 

and people die in Bihar 

and people die in the north. 

And people die of suicide in villages, 
and they die without food. 

But no one dies for the living. 

No one waves his tattered shirt 
soaked red in his own blood. 

No one knows where food lies 
except the rats and the intelligent ants 
who dismiss humans as fools. 


I begin my day with the steam 

of the flavourless cup of tea in the morning; 
I retire at midnight with hollow dreams 

in the much-mended mattress of silk. 
Nightlong the lamp-post mocks at me. 

In my courtyard blossoms the kndamba tree 
from where my bicycle had been stolen 

on a moonlit night. 


Meanwhile 1 grow a day older 

and wane a month upstream, 

and then I drift through awakened slumber 
towards the next birthday. 


Why must one be so kind 
to live for one hundred years? 
And what does a birthday stand for: 
to be or not to be 
or non-being? 
[Tr. Rajendra Kishore Panda] 
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To The One I Remember 


In the autumn haze a lone dak-bungalow. 
There blossoms of a neem tree scent the air, 
And all around are peaceful fields of grain 
Vast-acred onion and mustard crops, 

As though ‘great flocks of parrots and canaries 
Had settled on the countryside around 

To bring alive this pattern of bright hues. 


A musical instrument from the hamlet there 

Sounds its sweet, poignant notes across the 
fields: 

Perhaps a wedding soon is to take place 

In that quaint village over by the wood. 


And all at once you came into my mind 

There as the moonlight bathed the forest glades 
And fireflies emerged in their great hosts 

To lend romantic lustre to the scene. 


A thousand Mays were captured in your eyes 
Your lips too held the smiles of countless moons, 
And yet I felt I had savoured all; 

An empty husk remaining now with me, 

Like Southern winds deprived of moisture all 

By greedy gulps of parching desert tracts 
Striving in vain to quench a deathless thirst. 
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And then I felt that all was just false and vain, 
That I am destined all my future days 

To harbour unfulfilment in my heart, 

And thus did I interpret your dear love. 


[Tr. Pratap Bannerjee] 
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Patita Pawan* 


Having placed his order, his head resting on his arms 
on the restaurant table, like that fat man 

on a heavy noon, whose sleep is ludicrous 

and awakening insufferable, 

so is this Time. Like a rusty decrepit drudge 

which harasses its machinist with the fear of tetanus 
when, by chance, he injures his hand in it. 


So is this Time, an inane widow’s memory 

that howls and brings back to her 

the heart's stolen portions, all those 

non-virginal dreams, severed words, squalid life story. 


Still Neelachakra flies high like a 

royal swan under the noon’s blazing sun, single and 
sinless; parallel to the dense traffic and to the 

lone constable’s outstretched arms below. 
Neelachakra is ablaze, like Dushmanta’s 

suddenly smitten memory. On scores of beggars, 
He casts his seal from afar. 


From Neelachal that unclad ledger of mercy 
remains unfolded. All day, in mercy alone, 

the world bathes like countless oysters in that 
ocean of pity. Mercy, upon its doubts behind 

the garuda pillar on which descend the sand crabs 


* Patita Pawan is a synonym of Lord Jagannath. 
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in its defense, and which the speared sun of summer 
assails. 


Mercy which can be a blood-soft rainy evening 
to become the Martanda of Vaisakh, 

the tender zephyr of springtime that is the tornado of 
world creation. If leaves and lives all 

were to be blown away, to Mercy it would 

not matter, since it itself is Mercy. 

For Mercy, it is the good of all that matters. 
The welfare of all is its rule on earth. 

So it is this mercy 1 fear. 

All the world’s aggregates, totals, percentages, 
all the sinless laws of mathematics 

I fear. At the root of which you are, Oh Lord. 


On a single individual the scourge of the entire 

befalls. Mercy, may you be a tree. May it be thick 

and dense with its intimate shade, 

a Mercy for every single, separate sorrow. 

Every isolate sorrow 

confront like a lone soldier. May a grain of 

your Mercy of the Whole become absolute. May 
mercy 

be liberated, sever into a thousand parts 

(than remain a frozen block of ice, a total entity). 

Where is such Mercy on this earth? Where is such 

clemency? What love can lesser be 

but to other predilections greater? 

Patita Pawan, who the downtrodden befriends, 

the pinion of mercy adorns. 
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Alone, over the stile, having delivered the 

day’s last letter like the familiar postman, 

Mercy walks back, whom every person in his 
neighbourhood 

knows well, because he carried for everyone 

(some) specific news of joy or sorrow. With 

it too, some more of his own; a 

sigh, a smile. 

He doesn’t pose to be saviour or donor 

yet he knows well every living soul; 

who is and is not. If that mercy be in default, 

to call you Ocean of Mercy, Oh Lord, 

then consider how befitting it would be. 


{[Tr. Lakshmi Iyer] 
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Interloper 


From another town had come an unknown 
gentleman. 

A gentleman he was. 

(This much of him was known and no more). 

In his eyes were fear and breezes from the River 
Luni. 

His words were bare, 

plainly spoken. 
There was no double talk in them. 
And his shirt 
sported one or two spots of scarlet— 

perhaps the red of the sindoor imprinted on 
farewell. 

Odd, a little odd was his manner of speech 

(the last syllable was never left unintonated) 

and his grammar too. 

The distant downhills, 

the yawning palm grove and forest highland, 

the broken wind and fatigue had 

all left their indelible marks on him. 


His apparel had possibly been made in 

Madras, for the borders on his dhoti were 
uncommon here. 

His pen was not the sort I had seen before. 
Maybe 

he had bought it from some native stationer. 

Perhaps a better and cheaper one 
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one could pbtain here, 
(But) never anything like it. 


Perhaps something had been lost 
and the man was busy searching for it. 
Had a crow picked up a cipher? 
Perhaps it was the key to his suitcase 
or an important date. 
(For two years 

he had studied here 
some twenty years back). 


A gentleman has come to town from a very 
distant 

place, leaving behind his interminable ways. 

In his eyes hover Luni’s soft breezes 

while the twin parts of his moustache quiver. 

The ways of forest uplands, overhanging 
valleys— 

native words and native customs 

he has brought with him. What strange ways 

have urged him along unknown paths! 

Perhaps he is bereft of something, of a key, 

maybe a strand of thread or something else. 

Perhaps an event, a meaningless stroke, 

a few lines from memory, heart’s arid course. 


{Tr. Lakshmi lyer] 
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Padmini 


I met her in the serrated looking-glass 

in the kaleidoscope of Time 

and asked: What should I write? 

She said: Fish in the flooded tank 

are fleeing under incessant rain 

and a big brown kite is dead and rotting 
in the severe cyclone 

in this district's ledger. 

Students have already called on *Mahtab. 
Subsequently they’ll meet the rest, 

one by one, from 1920 to this day. 

All departed souls they will summon 
and ask for their antecedents. 

They will demand: Tell us again 

who you are. Tell us the Truth. 


I met her in the knock-kneed mirror. 

Shie is not my female half, my image by 
proxy. 

She is an extraneous voice, 

a lame heart's lone cold latitude. 


But then, winking, she tittered 
like an inflated white balloon 
and said in between her 
bouts of seductive laughter: 


* Harekrushna Mahtab: Orissa’s late Chief Minister 
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I am a masquerader 

a Mandakini, a Snehalata 

a nurse 

an L. D. Clerk— 

totally different. 

AmidSt innumerable obstacles 

I search for my helmsman 

for my go-between 

(not my image) 

or Death. 

All adversities contraries cohere to 

“Unwary of death or some broken 
fortunes,” 

she said. 

‘We will meet once again. 

I will come with my fourteen hundred 
maids 

borne on palanquins on a homicidal 
eventide 


crossing the high seas of Time. 


(not in a mirror, but in blazing flesh and 
blood) 


1 will come, a deathless masquerader. 
L, a nurse, a quaint 

L.D. Clerk, 

a Snehalata, a Mandakini.’ 


{Tr. Lakshmi lyer] 
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Lalitha 


When in utter disgust you left me 
abandoning this city, this street, 

You forgot to give me your adress. 

In the quiet of the night I hear your words; 

“It's futile to search for me.” 


There, at the crossroads 

yesterday, a tragic accident took place: 
a brand new Fiat hit a timeworn truck. 
The blood has not dried yet. 

The traffic policeman 

is greatly worried. 


India’s longest bridge 

has been inaugurated. 

Cries of Haribol shake the air 

alongwith the tambourine and bhajan-kirtan. 


Alone, coerced night, 

Swati sinks, Anuradha absconds. 

A plastic moon, ash-pale 

melts away. 

Stinking alleys, 

many ligatures break loose. 

All bonds are cut adrift, 

all pointers, and memories severed. 

This heart yearns for a hyphen, 
just for a go-between 
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a souvenir— 
total acquiestence 
An ascension 
a spiritual revelation. 
From the chapter of childhood 
a few words 
From the chorus of the past 
a refrain. 
The picture is of memory 
of an uncovered coffer 
or some traversed stretch 
of a mile in love. 
A: tryst 
a signal 
a whistle 
The wet kadamba grove 
Are all this the hyphen? 
Is its affirmation this moon that has not 
died yet? 
(the heart thinks) 
Is this the season of reunion 
of parts to become a whole, 
Stirring a new bout 
of love and separation? 
Is being fugitive the flurry of the day? 
Love, return. 
Your paths I have adorned with a growth of 
kadamba, tanala and ixora 
this tinsel city, 
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the pallid moon, livid heart, counterfeit 
sandbanks, 


reservoir, fraudulent breakers 

neon’s glitter 

and hushed acres and acres 

of a sterile heart. 

And this day we greatly lack 

love-laden lyrics 

romantic poetry 

[which can be measured by the fact 
that ants would swamp it in no 

time, 

as if it were a diabetic’s urine). 

That which eroticism and thrill 


(Mammatta Bhatta rasa and not Dandi’s and 
Bhamaha’s form and structure) 


substantiates, becoming mellow and sweet, 
(native elixir, vital ambrosia), 
readers of poetry can feel. 
Can one surrender then 
to this mole-eyed, bloated Kubja environ, 
this transubstantiation? 
And this irrelevant question, 
ruminative, as though chewing the cud. 
Much as we wanted to, contrived. 
For man also can make his destiny 
a world of our own— 
our new Brindavan. 


[Tr. Lakshmi lyer]} 
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Emperor 


Wayward wishes 

the domiciled heart 
is cleansed slowly. 
One day, they were tramps. 
Wandering 
long distances away from home 
to satisfy their hunger 
as triumphant monarchs do, 
they return in a file 
bound for the state’s capital. 
Hymns of praise 
as regalia to adorn their brow 
are infintely small. 
But they bear wounds of war, 
some demand earth 

For they are soldiers. 


I am not a mendicant; 

an escapist 

a papist— 

those who cry, tearing open the sky 
near the square. 

We are celebates, monks 

feeding on the consecrated fare. 


The native 
man’s nexus. 
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Yet every second 

they have struggled 

against other objects 

for possession— 

to quench their thirst 

for wealth, fame and erotic pleasure 
in restless pursuit. 

By degrees they have withdrawn 
like Draupadi'’s 

loose, dishevelled hair, 

real and cruel. 


In themselves they are homecoming 
emperors, 
not blind progenies 


of a visionless ancestry. 


{Tr. Lakshmi lyer] 
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The World of Certainty 


No more I like 

this world of certainty, 

this familiar routine 

from morning to night, 
trudging on the beaten track 
along the old ruts 

make by the wheels of carts; 
at seven in the morning 
shaving and bathing, 

the usual chanting of hymns, 
and, if time permits, 
working over a book of verse 
through the rush of 
fungus-eaten metaphors 

and in the afternoon 

the revenue of letters; 
someone by mistake 

has written with thin fingers, 
‘Your telephone number, please,’ 
another wants the pin code 
but nobody asks for 

the full address 

or my complete identity; 

like minnows, everyone 
swims in little lukewarm water. 
Here I pant, sweat 

and fan myself 

with a faithful fan. 
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At the end of the day 

I spend my whole night 
in bed with my wife 
chaste above all— 

the same familiar face 
without glasses 

only the same old talk 
in flawless grammar; 
everything is a crisscross 
of measured principles 
in a strange universe. 


No more do I like 
this assured universe 
without accident or wonder. 


Merely the sad recitation 

of the loss of youth, 

a catalogue of 

lifeless rituals, 

the same mechanical preparation 


with no memory but yielding the same 
results. 


The mischievous child in me 

writhes with pain 

suffocated by the foul air; 

he wants to take the untrodden path— 
free and careless 
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to pluck mangoes in the village groves 
to rush into the river— 

the dream of the other bank 

drowns the dream of this side. 


I feel my world 

has no place in this map, 

nor will it appear in it 
everytime something happens 
but some other thing 

remains behind. 


That is the new curiosity 
of every morning 


and a tired answer. 


{Tr. G. C. Behera] 
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Salt 
(In memory of Dandi Yatra) 


The magnolia 

flowers into salt 

and plays in my memory, 
on some seashore 

in a hot scorching afternoon. 
Sometimes 1 hear its echo 

in the song of marsh fowl, 
at times on the jutting hill. 


The sea is full of salt 

and I stand on the shore, 
but between us there stands 
the British law. 

I beg for a handful of salt 
with a pitcher’s broken piece 
on the stretching sands 

Like a woodpecker’s bill 

the salt also can turn red 
with the blood of men. 


A brown-skinned child 
soft as butter 

stands in front of me, 

his tender ribs 

bruised by police beating, 
and’ says quietly 

“Will you give me 
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a handful of salt?” 

When I ask his name 

he says: 

“I'm a blot in my family 

in my father’s words, 

my mother shouts 

I am godforsaken. 

I have no house, 

all these goods belong to the sea.” 
The boy vanishes in a flash 
giving me back 

my childhood 

(overcoming the chasm of sixty years). 


Everyone asks for salt 

in the sky and the barren land. 
Where can I get 

so much salt? 

I find it finally 

in the tears of my heart. 

Only I wish I could 

pour them out! 


{Tr. G. C. Behera] 
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Don’t Bring the Flag Down 


(On the removal of Red Flag from the Red Square, 
Moscow) 


Don’t bring the flag down, 

This is not a mere draper; 

Red with the blood of millions 
this is the burning torch of hope 
for the hungry and the miserable 
for the exploited poor; 

this is the banner of freedom 
the balance of the world, 

the flying flag of equality, 

the last annuity of the century 

a strange flag. 


This is the flag of morning 

don’t soak it with my tears 

of the sleepless night; 

I am nobody’s man, nor the 

agent of any party— 

a plain and lonely man 

(though I quarrel with the dictator) 
I feel helpless here 

alone in the vast world. 


Don’t remove that flag 

which once had brought the Nazi army 
to its knees, 

whose flagpole mighty capitalism 
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was afraid to touch; 

don’t drag it across 

streets and markets. 

This is the flag of Lenin and Gorky 
the history of the entire world 
from Ganga to Volga 

the rightful heir 

to the human race. 


Its symbol the sickle-and-hammer 
has sung: 

“The world’s deprived 

will lose only their chains.” 


Through the ups and downs 

of mass struggle, this 

flag has taken my salute, 

returning the bows of many 

all over the world in red November. 


Once I asked my daughter: 
“Accept only him as your groom, 
my child, the man with the symbol 
of the red flag on 


his chest. On that day would come, asking 
for 


your hand, several gods— 
Yama, Agni, Varuna, Kubera and Indra 
but be careful only 
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7 


to find you Nala among them.’ 
This flag is not removed. 

It was born to fly for all times 
at sunrise and sunset, 

every day and forever. 

Don't bring the flag down, 

I command— 

Let it be, let it flutter free- 

in the open, generous sky. 
This flag belongs to the sky. 
Let it flutter on, beyond decay, 
for eternity. 


{Tr. G. C. Behera] 
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Winter 


Winter is a greeting 

to a not-so-familiar traveller 
who is on his way back home 
from the weekly village-market. 


Winter is a mood 

between yes and no, 

the involuntary scratching of the head 
to find the answer to a question 
that has been already asked; 

for it is the last season 

the knowledge of things 

before and after; 

for it goes beyond ordinary details 
reported of the recent past 

and going into the future. 


Is winter then an aged woman 
who uses cheap rouge 

to hide the wrinkles of her skin, 
the standing veins on her cheeks, 
the twist of her lips, 

who can see her face 

through her face’s brilliance 

but unable to recognise it; 

whom winter pushes 

into a close warm embrace 
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in a bed. 

Winter is a time 

for a maelstrom of sex, 

a warm greeting 

through the nearby window 
to someone at a distance. 
Winter is also a time 

of impossible renunciation 
and dislike, 

because everything flows 
from the infinite void 

and everything swims 
into nothingness. 


Winter comes. And machines rust. 
Sun and shadow become rusty. 
The feet deviate 

in the ash-gray morning, 

the eyes search for 

the river's nakedness, 

washed by the season. 


A little roughness, nakedness too, 
the hand wishes 

to pluck a lotus 

from the deep, round pond. 
Winter is again 

a time of impossible fear 
beacause it is a tightening, 
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a time for brooding and judging, 
for measuring timeless distance. 
Winter like the ghosts 

not born of a woman 

forms new ridges of fear. 


Perhaps winter is a courtyard 
which is decorated on Thursdays 
with rice-paste designs 

for harvesting additional grain. 


The granary is full but not this life. 
For everything leads to nothingness 


even if they are ripe. 


[Tr. G. C. Behera & Jayanta Mahapatra} 
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The Fisherwoman 


When the moon blazes 
On the forehead of the wedded night, 
By the narrow river bank, 
Freeing her barge, 

The floats about here and there. 
Comes back again, playing with the waves. 
Sometimes, on the sand-bed, 
She sits, buried deep in sadness. 
She laughs at times. And 
At others, sits brooding 

on the river's stone-steps. 
The wind over the river bank 
Plays hide-and-seek with her youth. 
Sometimes, catching a netful of fish, 
From the river bank 
She comes back, smiling with happiness. 
Her fish-like eyes flash lightning. 
Rain drips from her lock of hair 
Drops of water on her breasts 
Seeds of the maha tree on her rounded 

cheeks 

Colour of the rising moon on her lips 
Her body is a flower in bloom. 


At times, carrying a basket of fish, 
Coming hurriedly to the dak-bungalow, 
She places her basket in front of us. 

She only smiles, when asked: How much? 
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Coyly drawing lines on the earth with her 
nails. 

It seems, as if, to all questions, 
Her laughter is the only answer. 
If asked about the fish 
She would simply smile a little, 

and look towards the river. 
Carrying her fish, carp, and shrimp, 
With a smile, she only says 

“Will you take this fish?” 
In her questioning fish-like eyes 
simply lie layers of many-coloured 

questions. 


[Tr. Shashikala Chaudhury] 
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In Spring’s Own District 


Spring comes hustling, 
slamming against the rooster’s 
body, 
breaking many a jar of honey, 
in the wild abundance of flowers. 
Spring comes pushing dead roots which 
sprout again, 
It comes playing its symphony 
through the pores of desiccated bones 
through the veins of my second being 
through fathomless tunnels and tubes, 
upsetting many static systems 
in the sweep of storms 
Spring comes thrusting into the city of 
shadows 
swaying my images in the frenzied wind. 


It ransacks my dual forms, my dual images, 
mind’s minerals, consciousness itself, 
countless flying pillars, folklores, spires 

and drowsy scars, 


and sets the fleeting images up (more 
abstractly) 


in the kamyak wood. 
The storm of spring comes only once 
(For to each good thing, 

Spring comes only once) 
unsighted, unclouded, 
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to many cities, to the tapestry of woods, 
under verdant stairs, or maybe 
under the steps of some meridian stupa. 
My metallic shadows are hidden, here and 
there. 

The footprints of my southern form, 
yesterday or of some other, 

even if they lie buried, 
under the sand of time— 
Time’s spies and cadred officials 

exhume and replace those, 

in the garden of the south wind. 


Spring tickles the rooster’s tissues, 

the swan'’s ethereal elements, 

the azure medicinal herbs of the mountains; 
bewilders our measured steps, 

shatters life’s routined provinces, 


puzzles my fading dreams, my slanting 
shadows, 


and my beast, 
which struggles from the droves 
of a ritual tribal dance, 

Where the koel sings full-throated, 
in the city of steel, 
in the canvas of flowers, 

There, upon the fourth flame of my ritual, 
rains the ebullience of Spring. 
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May this Spring be the crowing season. 
May it be the last empire of all charm. 


For, to each good thing, Spring comes only 
once. 


Enlightened by it, 
slips the golden waistband of the virgin-city, 


May that be the last arrow of the God of 
Love. 


May this be the ritual 
for a new and last procreation. 


And my last emblem’s infallible fervent 
flame— 


transcending my carbon-copy, 
and, my picturesque mud. 


{Tr. Shashikala Choudhury] 
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This City 


This city, at times, looks at me. 
I want to uproot 
This rotten city’s 
bones and marrow, drains and gutters, 
The profit-ridden cattle-sheds, 
All the red-gravelled paths, 
Broken bridges— 
If I can throw 
in some holy confluence. 
In the evening 
this city 
like the mummy, is ugly and dead. 
This wounded neonr-lit pillar 
That remains unrepaired 
for half the time 
Like the bright and dark lunar fortnights, 
at one place 
Very familiar to me. The sign. 
There rises the moon 
From the corner of the Kathajodi bridge. 


The summer afternoon 
gradually dies out. 
Like the rotten pear, the city’s breast, 
suddenly stirs. 
Most pleasant is 
to sit for a while on the terrace, 
in the arm chair. 
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Only at that moment, it seems, 
This city is not bad, after all. 
Surrounding me 
Through the branches 
of the drumstick and coconut trees, 
blows the sad music 
of the evening wind. 
[If a little storm blows, all these plants 
and leaves would fall on me). 


And the white moon 
with its drops of black moles: 
how beautiful ! 
like the soft, rosy cheeks 
of a maid. 
All at once 
This city becomes lovable! 
Fond ties, my city! 
the moon like the queen-flower, 
with its mehendi-palm, 
beckons to me 
from the horizon. 
This moon changes all, 
transforms the hunchbacked into an 


Urvasi, 


and always smiles mischievously. 
Suddenly on the road, 
runs a fire-brigade van. 
As if, from the top of Pahadanasi, 
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comes running 
some ascetic 
with his holy vessel and his staff. 


The moon goes back, 
Fire ! Fire ! 
The ladder of fire 


from Meriabazar to Khannagar. 


{Tr. Shashikala Chaudhury] 
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Memory 


Iam fine, and how are you? 

the postcard message on the twilight sky, 
and I suddenly remember the lost city 

(Is she like Kalidasa’s heroine?) 

like the woman 

who trips over stones in a mountain stream 
or along innumerable palace-corridors 
alone or among crowds, 

counting the hours and minutes, 

on her white pale face the stamp of farewell. 


Her touch 
the smell of her body like soft happiness 
her female grace like soft steel 
Her looks like peacock eyes 
and the blue Chowringhee of numerous 
sleepless desires. 
And far away, 
under the shade of fruitladen trees, 
I remember my dear 
Dasarna village 
My dear city 
Melbourne! 


{Tr. J. M. Mohanty] 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The Onlooker 


The gallery is crowdless now; my play and I 

are sitting here, face to face. And [, the silent 
spectator, 

am gazing at myself. Between us there is our acting 
alone. 

So many actors and actresses, so many, who 

make me live once again in their gestured voices, 

execute the shape of my play. 

And, so many landscapes, high streets, gardens, 

decorated platforms, battlefields, scenes of blood, 


beheaded bodies of men, and at last, the pleasure- 
place 


where the dance is absorbed into the dance 

and, moments later, separated themselves. 

I and my play are one, and again are divided, 
separate. 

I wait for what might take place at some future 
time, 

or what could possibly have taken place. 


Here, I am the creator, and also 

the helpless instrument, the onlooker 

I have my rights over actions, 

and yet I exist apart from these. 

The gallery“ is without its crows, and I and my play 
are sitting here, face to face; 

Iam the spectator, I the protagonist. 


{Tr. Bibhu Padhi] 
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Postscript 


All eloquence 
remains inadequate, 
there’s always room 
for a postscript. 


Learn 

to count steps, 

seeking yourself 

bit by bit 

in your own image. 
Finish the roll call 

and the end once again 
becomes the beginning; 
even a wrong call 

a wrong cloud 

strikes me like a deluge. 
All quest is futile 

(the quest for self) 

all knowledge fruitless 
(the primal knowledge) 
all things are 

a mere translation 

of something else; 
knowledge is illusion 
only an image 

carried down memory lane 
for aeons of time. 

All things get 
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sucked away by Time. 
Ah! for the Timelessness, 
to be forever! 

Gone is my youth, 

lost in paleness 

leaving nothing 

for the Last Day, 

and my future 

lies broken 

in the glorious ruins 

of an empire. 

Fools make history, 

says the court jester. 

I wing the dead butterfly 
from blood’s garden 
with a misplaced mirth. 
The ‘I’ born of desires 
and time, a remainder 

of Timelessness— 

yet all quest, all dreams 
revolve round this ‘TI’, 

an image of an image! 
Lying face down 

in my bed 

I hear my own heartbeats 
like the call at an auction: 
hundred and one, hundred and two... 
Alas, my lost youth! 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Pedigree 


Many lives 

become extinct 

finally merging 

into the five elements, 

says the law of life; 

dinosaur, neelgai and unicorn 
are wiped out one by one, 
they need protection, 

a sanctuary. 


Good hearts too 

are numbered now, 

dropping out one by one— 

those reluctant parents 

who never ask for more 

while simple schoolmasters 

unwilling to earn 

by unfair means, 

prefer to live 

on honest bread 

only to become thin, 

endangered, and finally 

be wiped out completely. 

Only deceitful tricksters 

with a long pedigree survive, 

juggling black into white 

to rule this world forever. 
[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Meditation 


I seek 

the origins 

of my bones 

and behold 
numerous images: 
bashful beasts, 
winged being, 

and then 

amidst the strands 
of woven veins 

a solar column; 
shackled to my soul, 
many forms 
ethereal, mysterious, 
celebrating 

the eternal virility of sleep; 
to wake up 

is to become impotent, 
a transformation 
into lifeless puppets. 
I see the vast 

russet sky, 

a bloody canopy 
cleft like 

the hooves of a horse 
a fulfilled future, 

an uncertain now, 

a quartrained past; 
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and my forefathers 

(who flow in my blood); 
and then, 

from my misty beginnings 
is born a tumultuous apparition 
slowly spreading 

to the dykes of my death, 
breaking my fortress 

into smithereens 

turning me 

into a lonely insect, 

my eleventh form, 

my ultimate, intimate self. 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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A Promise 


To dream 

is to promise; 

a promise 

is a futile journey 

like a whistle of wind 
touching the casuarina 
ending in nothingness; 
all quest yields 
something, somewhere, 
hidden in time, 
consumed by time, 

like the faint 
fingerprint on a page, 
an anecdote 

emerging here 

and dwindling 
somewhere else 

in the book, 

as thestrail of the crab 
beneath the sands 

is erased by the white surf 
of the vast waves; 

but tell me, 

how do you cling 

to the self-effacing self? 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


124 / Sachi Raut-Roy 


To promise 

is to fulfil a memory, 
and in memory 

lives an image 

on its own terms, 
beyond all sanctions. 
But what a futile search ! 


{Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Murder 


Imurdered you 

on the palasa bed 

of red nakedness; 

I killed you 

in a split second 

that could turn blood-red 
or white like chalk; 

or, 

mingled with you 

it might transform itself 
into a peacock-blue goddess. 


Time may turn deep blue 
or may attain 

the terrible softness 

of palasa or champa; 
bedecked in white flowers 
the ebony crossroads 
envelop my existence 
like a coffin 

and I am terrified; 

the superb charm 

of the black frame 

arrests me. 

I hate death, 

yet I love to die 

every moment 

at different times 
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in different hues 
and voices, 

as I disintegrate 
myself in you 

to live forever 


t-Roy 


in that moment of bliss. 


‘[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Sleep 


Poised on the serpent-coil bed 
in a beatific sleep, 

the navel-centre holds 

the lotus-seated Brahma, 
chanting Vedas! 

Blessed is the sleep! 


As *Kshirasindhu fans gently 
and Ganga washes 
the sacred feet 
anirit is savoured 
and, once again, comes 
the sonorous sleep. 


No one knows the 
beginning or end, 

simply merging into one 
in the perennial entity, 

an unsplit self 

which is distant 

even within distance 
where time too stands still. 


Mysterious 
are the metamorphoses 
of incarnations 


* the Ocean of Milk, Lord Vishnu’s abode. 
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as if all creation 

is born of sleep 

only to merge into it again, 
and in that sleep 

is swept away all prayers, 
all supplications. 

Nearby stands 
*Sakambaridevi, 

sweat and tear-soaked, tired— 
she is the goddess earth 
awoken from a sleep 

she comes to you, 

Awake, O Narayana! 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 


* the earth clad in vegetation. 
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Spectator 


Empty theatre, 

my play and I 

sit face to face, 

Iam the spectator 

hapless, engrossed, watching 
our performance 

between us. 

So many dramatis personae, 
players who make me eloquent 
giving shape to my play. 


And so many scenes, 
highways, gardens, platforms 
and bloody battlefields, 

so many dismembered bodies 
Finally 

the casino, 

where the dancer 

and the dance 

merge into one another; 

the hero and his time 

mingle into one 

to be two again; 

my play and I 

are one 

to be separate again; 

there I await the event, 
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for what ‘may take shape’ 

or for what ‘might have been.’ 

Iam the creator here, 

yet the passive spectator. 

My experience becomes 

another existence, 

an empty theatre; 

I am the spectator and the protagonist. 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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The Impotent 


I turned her away 
in that melancholy hour; 
Iturned her away 
to the mundane tangle 
of the number game 
where 
all you have is what you have; 
Isaw her turn 
and then lost her 
like the last flash 
of the dazzling palanquin 
of *Nandika. 
The moon is gone 
bringing her back to me 
through those dark labyrinthine paths; 
her absence 
envelops me, 
my very existence, 
like the silent night 
cursing me 
like **Urvasi 
* Nandika was the daughter of Suvarnakesari, the last king of 


Kesari Dynasty. She offered her love to Chodaganga, but later 
committed suicide out of frustration from unrequitted love. 


** Urvasi: Dancer in the court of God Indra, who fell in love with 
Arjuna and her unrequitted love angered her to curse Arjuna to 
become impotent. 
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taking away 

all my essence 

leaving me sapless, 
impotent. 

Should I go back to 
where I came from, 

to those gods 

to watch the divine dance 
with my father? 

There too 

I was alone 

with only my father 

as my saviour, 

and the critic 

of my virility 

who gifted me 

his charming temptress. 


But I turned her back 
and with her, 

my past. 

Now, 

Iam left with 

a present 

stunned, 
emasculated. 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj} 
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Love 


Her love 

is like a freshly fallen leaf 
wind-blown on my window sill; 
I pick it up 

to treasure it 

like a precious flower 

close to my heart. 


Her love 

comes like a letter to me; 

those who write, forget, 

but those who get 

keep it 

treasured forever in the drawer. 


Her love 

is like a white dewdrop 
dropped from the sky 
on the green grass; 

the sky forgets, 

but the grass 

wants it forever, always, 
until 

the bright rays 

of the sun 

suck it away. 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Attendance 


On a steel-blue, still afternoon 
Imet her, 

for a second, 

when under the babul’s shade 
she stood, 

amid a flock of flying birds, 
her hands extended above, 

to bend a branch 

over her slightly-raised breasts. 


And her face 
was like a university, 
restive and calm. 


She was waiting 
for the toll of the bells 
when countless feet would 
emerge from one wing 
to dwindle into the other; 
she too would go in with them, 
to answer the roll call. 
She'd say, ‘I am here’ 
knowing very well 
she was not, 
for she had already merged 
with an echo 
of a glorious voice. 
{Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Drought 


This spent cigarette 
darkness’s eye, 

will die; 

but the matchstick 

will stay alight; 

for, having been lit 

it has lighted something. 


I'll see 

on Time’s garbage heap 
a broken tooth 

and a battered skull, 
and the unsorted desires 
like terrified flies 

in the twilight. 


Drought in the sky, 
clouds hanging loose 
like torn pockets; 
monsoon clouds 

like some discarded 
wheels of a truck 

flung afar 

battered and broken; 

no rainfall 

just the sound of the wind— 
yet tolive long is the cry. 
Stand in a queue, 
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stand with clenched teeth 
count one, two, three 

do some mental arithmetic 
What is the price of ‘ilisi’ fish? 
When will the flood-gates 

of mustard oil be released? 


Will the minister 

be the birth-controller? 
When is the eighth child 
coming? 

Will the lightning 

light the path? 


Yes, 

the river will become 

the cleaven path 

wild flowers will form the canopy 
herbs will be cooked in honey 
and so will your sorrows end. 


Yes, 

count the days, 

cry out ‘Live long’ 

and wait. 

Await the beginning of winter, 
await the tremors 

of heaven and earth, 

await the ambulance 
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from the shores of heaven; 
be patient, 

hold on to your life, 

‘Live Long’ 


{Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Time’s Laughter 


With a half smile, Time 

throws white leaves around, one by one; 
destruction’s demonic dance 

in the new peak of creation. 


Broken columns on one side, 
feverish building on the other, 

the atom’s scream mingles 

with the torn anklet’s cry, 
Vasabndutta’s dream posions the sky. 


Millions of men die, 
and still Man walks on the moon, 
historic footprints on the pages of time. 


In the wink of an eye, 

all is lost, time’s shores 

wipe everything clean. 

And in the next moment 

cast numerous corpses on the sands, 
begging bowls and broken crowns, 
to become the essence of creation. 


To build, and break, 

and build again 

innumerable palaces, parks, 
empires, countries and ant hills, 
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strings of universes in space; 
and there, for a trifle in a corner 
of the earth, a war goes on. 
Many thoughts, ideologies, 

sacrifice and terror, 
lines and figures in problems 
of freedom and bondage and 

struggling life itself; 
What envy, dishonesty and strife 
rear their ugly heads only 

to fall to dust 


a moment later, a palace 
to become a house for winds— 
a mere eight feet of land 
is what one needs, for a coffin. 


Still man lives, and man dies 
and still the sun rises, 

the green forest smiles. 
And Time gestures with 

its half smile. 


{[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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2000 A.D. 


When I come back sometime 

with my face a violin, 

playing white tunes 

on those many strings, 

it will be difficult to recognise myself 
in those brassy tunes— 

because I change with each moment, 
not knowing 

what I will be at the end, 

just as the purposeless traveller 

does not know 

which locomotive’s whistle leads where, 
to what journey’s end. 


All of you 

who know me, feeling 

the fire of my loins 

through sleepless nights, 
moths of brass! 

You will pull down the mote’s veil 
and observe: 

Am I really the same Vedabati? 
Or Amrapalli? 

Maybe you won’t make out 

the tune I sing, 

[in the sragdha or malini raaga]. 
But I will certainly come, 

an idol of doubt, like steam, 
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dozen the metallic stairs— 
an evil omen 

in the courtyard 

of inhuman desires. 

I dort know 

where you will be then, 
here or on some other stage, 
like ants 

crowding the ivory tower. 
Maybe like birds 

picking at the indifferent bones of earth. 


And grass with the teeth of sharks, 
kissing innocent human feet. 

And the rivers, 

stripping themselves naked that day, 
would be ready to set themselves 
and others aflame 

with the fire in their loins, 

the beginning, the end of earth. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Coming and Going 


Clouds sway 

above the bus-stand; 

maybe he left in the tender dawn 
pushing apart the marigold’s twin stems. 
The calendar can only judge 

the divide between coming and going. 


But it is the ticking of the second hand 
of the wall clock that decides 

the chasm between the instant of coming 
and not coming. 

And that clock hangs on the wall 

to my front, above my head, 

the wall built of countless bricks, 

firmly bonded. 


Uproar outside, 

and the beating of wings 

in the sounds inside other sounds. 
The auspicious chanting 

on the last thursday 

of the harvest-month can be heard. 


{[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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Seashore Faith 


The seashore of faith 

is swept away 

by the seven waves; 

a speck of dust 

is better than a vast void— 
let the sand castle crumble 
or its three shingle steps 
be swept away, 

the centre holds 

life’s magical flower, 
faith’s secret self; 

men may come 

and then may go 

but the primal truth 

is left in footprints; 

a sign 

means a form 

and also the formless, 
the source 

of soul and self 

and the all-pervasive. 


{Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Fatigue 


To forget fatigue 

I drown my feet 

in water 

only to be splashed 

by specks of mud, 

with the croaking frogs 
in my ears; 

there are miles to go, 
crossing death by death; 
death, 

an invention of evolution 
pundits say, 

yet it attains 

no redemption 

in the dead body; 

lama futigive 

both within and without 
and death comes 

like a dark hunter 

in the familiar forest. 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Prison 


I am weary 
of these prison days 
face down on my fate 
counting days and nights 
night and day 
silently picking up 
sunbeams through the chinks 
of the twin doors 
while all the tiny ants 
of the town 
climb ivory towers and dream, 
and the midgets 
tall on stilts 
raise their hands 
to catch the moon 
fearless of falling; 
when I watch 
men and women 
like tables of numbers 
go round and round 
in a procession 
then the hazy faces 
become hazier, 
and then 
are dragged away 
from me 
by some invisible whirlpool, 
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for 

they keep watching themselves 
unknowingly; 

and in the dusk 

emerging from me 

my own self 

frightens me 

like a green monster; 

Iam torn between 

right and wrong, 

good and evil 

crisscross me all over; 

my primal sin winks at me 
and in my sleep 

I encounter 

a constellation 

of ethereal beings. 
Stretched ahead 

is the familiar path 

like a cart-wheel, 

the distance between 
forward and backward 

is the same; 

all faiths cast 

in the same mould, 

all deeds, a wall of mist, 
the opposite of what I want. 
Negation is another garb 
of affirmation; 
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uncertain is my sojourn 
to the unbuilt holy land 
in Kasi or Brindavan 

in Mecca or Medina 

I see only Narayana; 

yet before me 

is only a vast void, 

a shelter of nothingness, 
nothing 

is the only name of nothing 
a totally unopposed 
indivisible symbol; 

what seemed a surge of tide 
is only a lifeless saga, 

the past is a dead lump 

I desire not 

to ride the dead past, 

no time to reflect 

nor any desire. 

Today 

is the remainder 

of what is to be 

so mourn them not, 
laymen fight desire 

to rise above the ordinary 
Iam untouched by it 

(I am that centre 

of the Timeless) 

I do not want 

to shuffle dates 
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months and years 

to hoard for tomorrow 
for another birth, 
nor to attain stoicism 
to quest, to answer 
to reason, to reflect; 

I yearn for that front 
where my self 

and the other self 
fuse into one 

in defence of me 

and my life 

now, and forever. 


[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Reminiscence 


When I first found her 
she was like a melancholy 
fertile land, 
her slight sins of the past 
slithering in the crevices and crags 
like golden reptiles 
trying to escape; 
her prime lunacy, 
her primal sin 
impatient 
to become a virtuous memory 
under the wet wings of time; 
and the unchecked flow 
of her life 
ready to find expression 
along with her dreams 
beating their wings 
like silver-hued birds 
in the domain of stifled desires; 
I know she is a continuum 
not a consortium of tiny waves 
nor a satiated sea; 
she is like a work of art, 
a personification 
of time eternal, 
an essence free 
from existence 
an unfettered eternity; 
a being, 
yet, a memory. 
{[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Time to Return 


A journey 

on the path of no return 
offers futility; 

the pall-bearers 

know the self-same 
path of return 

that takes them 

to and from the pyre. 


Didn't Krishna 

come back from Mathura 
or, did he return 
choosing another path? 
[the path you go by 

and you come back 

are not the same) 


He came back 

by a different path, 
in a different form, 
at a different time. 
The season of return 
is forever different. 
There’s nothing like 
‘no return’ 

no prime cause. 
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I have to come back 
knocking at my own door, 
be it a glorious journey 

or a quest for self, 

my solitude awaits me. 

It is growing cold here 
losing warmth 

as if 

this rule of three 

is the end; but 

one plus two makes three, 
doesn't it? 

Iam not sure, 

because 

the third and the first are similar, 
that which comes in the end 
also makes the beginning; 
you defy time 

to become timeless. 


{[Tr. Jayashree Mohanraj] 
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Anklets 


How alluring are the anklets 
on a woman-labourer’s feet, 

Neither of gold nor of silver, but a mere ornament 
of cheap white metal, 

As she walks slowly with her arched body 

A heavy pan of cement or sand balanced 
on her covered head— 

Or at times as she stands, holding out a 
brick to the mason’s hand, 

It appears as though she is a black berry 
among tender leaves. 


Neither an office nor a university 
is being built, 
Nor does the devdasi come down the temple steps 
with the jingle of ankle bells 
Here is no laughter of Mephistopheles 
(Because) no one can ever dupe someone else. 
There is no molestation here, 
no rape or murder 
or Frankenstein either 
(Although it’s clearly evident) 
As if one and many all together 
like waves contained. 


Some common people were building a garage 
for an old automobile, 
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The work is over, the mason does’t come any more. 
Still sometimes on the dry concrete’s breast 
Are seen the whitish marks of these anklets 
Like a requiem of long-lost, forgotten days. 


[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra} 
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Aeroplane 


Rafts of raw clouds in the sky: 
Elephants, tigers, or perhaps like 
Strange reptiles of African forests, 
And others like pink gazelle 

Playing about with protruding horns. 


Lacy wisps of silky moonlight 

Fall upon 

Dark fronds of coconut palms 

In light-hearted holiday joy. 

And you, boatman of restless skies, 
Ply your vessel through these! 


Let the breezes of India 

Strike the sails of your winged boat. 
Down below in the Bengal valley 
Rivers wind in their dark streaks, 
Farm girls stoop in the paddy fields 
Busy collecting the grain, 

The sun about to set. 


In the distance like a dead dragon's teeth 
Lie Chitrotpala’s thickets of frail weed, 
And on this, ply your boat, 

Oh boatman of generous skies! 
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Through the shriek of engines 
Through the furry odour of petrol 
Far, far away, 
Where the light clouds end, 
Ply your boat, O *Matali 
Of the steely craft!! 
[Tr. Jayanta Mahapatraj] 


* Lord Indra’s charioteer. 
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Window to the River 


This room, 

where I have not known 

the deep pangs of pain, 

from whose mid-window can be seen 
the hewn path amid the forest green, 
and the bald dome of the hill — 

the morning birds that rise and fly 

to come back later to the hill; 

and from where the bathed crystal dawn 


appears a calm intimation of some icon- 
centre, 


do I then kneel and pray. 

say to myself again and again 

that this is the same, surely the same: 
this instant of time belongs only to him! 


Desolate, the river bridge 
quivers in fog and smoke 
An ash-tray on the table 
lies disconsolate in burnt ash 
The vase screams its harshness 
with blooms wilted and worthless 
A timber-laden truck rumbles by, 
to return again. 
Beneath the half-severed boughs of a tree 
sways its oblique routine. 
A lone cow standing on a hushed river isle 
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roofs the boundaries of infinite space 
with the emptiness of her eyes. 

Boats move down, one after the other 

rippling red the waters of the river, 

fetching groups of village men, and women 

too, 

schoolgirls in frocks, coolies, 

a bridegroom-party, women-labourers 

and bus-passengers, in printed cotton, 

reds and saris of varied hues 

that dye the water 

in tints of blue, scarlet 

white and violet. 


The bridge looms limpid, clear; 

A lonely traveller annexes the dawn 
to the perturbed body of the day; 

And the river? Is there no river? 

For it seems the river is but the reverse 
or a shadow of home-bound time, 

that unites me over and over 

to the very same icon-centre. 


{Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra] 
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To the Mother 


Weep no more, Mother! Weep no more! 
O wipe away those tears of wild unrest. 
History and the people of the world 

Are chanting of that triumph, Baji Raut. 
Our country’s burning triumph, Baji Raut. 


He was yours once, yes! yours alone, 
But now a world proclaims him as its own. 


Over and over again 

He comes, the nursling of each mother’s pain; 
Through a thousand springs and summers 
He is re-borh, 

This hero comes forever 

In the world’s yet-unborn newcomers. 


Mother! each future babe 
Returns your own to you: 
In every child caress him, 
Unto your bosom press him. 
With all a mother’s passion! 


Night and morning 

He wakes and finds 

Himself become an image in men’s minds; 

In freedom’s battle 

Fighters remember him and draw new courage 
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Inspired certainty 

From him more intimate than battle-wounds, 
More personal than dyings in a battle. 

O what a gift to have given to the nation! 


There, in a far-off village 

You win poor bread by grinding at the quern, 
Your weary fingers working at the quern 
Dipping and diving into its grain-heaped hollow, 
Your shrunken woman's body, 

Your trembling aged body. 

Your brave, though broken body 

Grown neighbour unto heat and dust and toil. 


While in your deepest heart the young voice 
whispers 
“Mother, O Mother!” 


Your cloth so soiled and tattered 

Catches two drops of sad unpublished tears 
Trickled from the red edge of sleepless eyelids 
Yours tears remain unpublished in the world! 


Your grief is choked ere it can find a groan 
What light-and-shadow pictures of the past 
Travel across your mind, Mother? 

What countless images of him 

Arise before your vision and grow dim ? 


Do you remember. Mother ! 
How when the blue-black clouds of July covered 
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The naked spaces, 

Their inky shadows wooed and won the river? 
And how his little boat would also then 

Woo and win the bosom of the river? 

Carefree and laughter-crowned. 

He crossed the crumpled water like a crane 
Under the swooping night! 


Sometimes when honeybees 

Held busy congress in the coconut trees 

There, in your village, Mother! 

Loud with discussion 

Counting their losses and their victories 

In honey-kingdoms, 

You waited breathlessly to catch 

One echo of his footfall; 

And sometimes your heart shot a sudden pang 

Even as a hunter-bird, prey-eager, searches 

Upon a stormy day 

Its prey, and of a sudden knows 

The stabbing agony of offspring-loss 

And when the homing moon dipped in the west 

You yearned to rescue him from night's dark 
clutches ? 

And hold him warmly to your breast. 

Do you remember, Mother ? 


O grant me as a rare boon 
That anguish burning like a funeral flame 
Inside your shattered frame, Mother 
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Out of that selfsame anguish will I raise 
A giant pinnacle to pierce the moon! 


Give up your fret, Mother ! 

Do not forget he grows significant 

And moves in a whole nation’s memory. 

He is remembered by the rising race: 

In every trumph and defeat 

His climbing footfalls beat 

Making us dauntless in defeat and wise in victory. 


He has become the flame of }ife itself 

A prophet-tongue of fire 

To lead us and inspire 

Valour within our hearts to beat like drums! 


To you, O tongue of truth, O flame unbending 
We bend 


In salutation, brave departed friend ! 


[Tr. Harindranath Chattopadhyay] 
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Criticism 

Sahitya Vichar O Mulyabodha, 1972, Adhunika Sahityara 
Keteka Diga, 1983. 

Research Works 


Sahityare Mulyabodha (1974) (A study in the evolution 
of values in literature beginning from the pre-Vedic 
days fll mid-17th century A.D. (Riti-Yuga). 


Studies in Jnyadeva, Ramayan vs. Mahabharat and many 
articles the history of Orissa and Oriya Language. 


Autobiogaphy : Uttarar Kakshya (1986 — Continuing) 
Collected Works 

Sachi Raut-Roy Granthavali (Vol. I. Poetry, 1965) 
Sachi Raut-Roy Granthavali (Vol. IL; Prose, 1975) 
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111, Masnnira Fula O Anayana Galpa (Collection of 
Short Stories), National Book Trust, New Delhi, 1992. 


English Translations 
Poems 


The Boatman Boy and Other Poems : Translated by 
Harindranath Chattopadhyay, 1942, Calcutta. 


The Boatman Boy and Forty Poems Translated by 
Harindranath Chattopadhyay & B. Sinha, 
(Modern Review Press) 1942, Calcutta. 


Pratima Nayak and Other Poems (Mahanadi Books), 
1983, Cuttack. 


Where Flows the Bhanumati : Translated by Sashikala 
Choudhury, 1988, Cuttack. 


Short Stories 
The Short Stories of Sachi Raut-Roy, 1972, Cuttack. 


Research Papers on Art and Letters 
Hindi 
Andharoa (Collection of Short Stories), Bharatiya 
Jnanpith, New Delhi, 1988. 


Basant Ke Ekant Zilleme (Poems) Bharatiya Jnanpith, 
New Delhi, 1988. 


Telugu 


Sachi Raut-Roy Kathalu (Short Stories): Tr. C. Tulsi, 
Vijayavada, 1977. 


Punjabi 


Collection of Short Stories: Punjab Government 
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Speeches and Lectures delivered by Sachi Raut-Roy 


1. 


10. 


in English (Printed Booklets): 
Presidential Address by Sachi Raut-Roy at the 
first All India Poets’ Conference, Calcutta, 1968. 


Inaugural Address by Sachi Raut-Roy at the 
Harvard University International Seminar of Arts 
& Science, 1955, USA. 


Speech at Pushkin Seminar, Soviet Russia, 1979. 


Chief Guest's Address by Sachi Raut-Roy at 
Bangladesh University, 1972. 


Inaugural Address by Sachi Raut-Roy at Orissan 
Arts Exhibitions in Moscow University, 1979 and 
at the School of Oriental and African Studies, 
University of London, 1982. 


Memorial Lectures delivered by Sachi Raut-Roy 
at Visva Bharati University. 


Acceptance Speech at Bharatiya Jnanpith Award 
Ceremony, New Delhi, 1988. 


Lectures delivered at Bangla Academy Seminar, 
Dacca, 1975 as the Chief Guest. 


Address at All India Poets’ Conference organised 
by All India Radio, at Rourkela in 1989. 


Chief Guest's Address at SAARC Countries’ 
Writers Seminar at Calcutta, 1988. 


Reference Books 


Sachi Raut-Roy — A Poet of the People (A Symposium, 
1955) Publishect by Modern Review Press. Calcutta. 
This book contains critical estimates of Sri Raut-Roy’s 
works by 22 eminent literatures and critics of India, 
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such as Prof. Humayun Kabir, Dr Kalidas Nag, Prof. 
Dr K.R. Srinivas Iyengar (Vice Chancellor of Andhra 
University), Prof. Dr P. Parija (Vice-Chancellor, Utkal 
University, Dr Sazzad Zaheer, Harindranath 
Chattopadhyay, Prof. Gopal Haldar, Prof. Priyaranjan 
Sen and others. 


Sachi Raut-Roy Abhinandan Grantha, 1985 (a critical 
study) by Prof. Dr K.C. Mishra (R.K. Enterprises, 
Cuttack, 1988) 


Padmashri Sachi Raut-Roy (A biography) by R. Singh, 
(Cuttack, Jaganath & Co., 1969) 


Recent Publications of Dr Sachi Raut-Roy (1983-93) 
(Published by Diganta Prakashini, Cuttack). Poems: 
‘Kavita-1983’, ‘Kavita-1985’, ‘Kavita-1987’, ‘Kavita- 
1990’. 

Short Stories 

Mankarda O Anyana Galpa (1983), Nutan Galpa (1990) 
Criticism 

Adhunika Sahityara Keteka Diga, 1983. 
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Sachidananda Raut-Roy (b. 1916) 
popularly known as Sachi Raut-Roy was 
born in Gurujang in Orissa. He took 
active part in his boyhood days in the 
national freedom struggle, the people's 
struggle of the Native States, and in 
student and peasant movements. 


Author of more than 40 works in 
Oriya and English, his works cover 
almost every literary genre, poetry, 
fiction, criticism, and research works. 
Among the awards he has received are 
the Jnanpith Award and the Sahitya 
Akademi Award. He has also been 
honoured with the title of Padmashni 
and the title of Mahakavi. He has 
recently been honoured with Sahitya 
Akademi Fellowship. 


Jayanta Mahapatra, the editor of this 
volume is a well known Indian poet 
writing in English as well as Oriya. He 
received the Sahitya Akademi Award in 
1980 for his long poem, Relationship. 
Author of several volumes of original 
poetry, he is also an excellent translator, 


especially of Oriya poetry. 


ISBN 81-260-0138-0 
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SOME RECENT ENGLISH PUBLICATIONS OF 
THE SAHITYA AKADEMI 


SKI AUROBINDO: THE HOUR OF GOD 
Compiled by Manoj Das 
These selections are from 30 volumes of Sri Aurobindo Birth 


Centenary Library. The principle that has guided the compiler is the 
need to present Aurobindo’s futuristic, spiritual and social vision. 


SELECTED VERSES OF VEMANA 
Translated by JSRL Narayana Moorty & Elliot Roberts 


Contains 350 of some of the most well-known verses of Vemana, the 
.seventeenth-eighteenth century Telugu poet-philosopher. JSRL 
Moorty and Flliot Roberts’ excellent translation is sure to give the 
readers a glimpse of this great Telugu poet. 


THE BED OF ARROWS AND OTHER STORIES 
by Gopinath Mohanty 
Travslated by Sitakant Mahapatra 


lt is a collection of Gopinath Mohanty's selected short stories, which 
reflect Mohanty’s great love for the tribals, his deep sensitivity into 
their struggle for existence, the pride and predicament of the rustic 
women and the impact of the new waves of political transformation 
sweeping rural India. 


ENDURANCE: A DROLL SAGA 

‘by Pannalat Patel 

Translated by V.Y. Kantak 

Set.against the rural backdrop of Gujarat it is a fictionalized account 
of the famine of 1900 which ravaged this part of the world.. This 
novel won Pannala} Patel the prestigious Jnanpith Award. 
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